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Anxiety is a prevalent health concern for emerging adults and the top concern for those
seeking mental health treatment. The purpose of this study was to investigate the features of
emerging adulthood (i.e., identity exploration, feelings of optimism about possibilities,
instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between), which may be predictive of anxiety symptoms, as
well as explore factors (i.e., differentiation of self and social comparison orientation using social
media), which may intensify or lessen the anxiety symptoms. The study sample included 598
emerging adults between the ages of 18 and 25. The results of this study suggested that identity
exploration, instability, and feeling in-between contribute to higher anxiety symptoms. While
higher differentiation of self can be a strength in emerging adulthood, and is associated with
lower anxiety, higher social comparison orientation may serve as a risk factor, as it is associated
with higher anxiety symptoms. Social comparison orientation using social media was also found
to moderate the relationship between optimism about possibilities and anxiety. Specifically, at
higher levels of social comparison orientation using social media, increased optimism about
possibilities predicted higher anxiety. At lower levels of social comparison orientation using
social media, increased optimism about possibilities predicted lower anxiety. These findings

have implications for clinicians and educational professionals working with the emerging adult
population.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The emerging adulthood years, considered as ages 18 through 25 (Arnett, 2000), are
years in which many changes are taking place in an individual’s environments and roles.
Although individuals in this age group experience some form of transition into adulthood, this
stage tends to be dominated by variations in how this transition occurs rather than commonalities
(Arnett, 2000). The common features associated with emerging adulthood are more focused on
shared experiences of change and attitudes about transitions than about any similarities in roles
and life conditions. Arnett (2004) argued that the five features of identity exploration, feelings of
optimism about possibilities, instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between are experienced more
dominantly during the emerging adulthood years than during any other stage of life.
Concerns about change and general instability during emerging adulthood have been
associated with anxiety (Arnett et al., 2014), which can have detrimental effects on social
functioning, such as avoidance of social interactions (Duronto et al., 2005; Olatunji et al., 2007).
However, there may be factors that help to buffer these potential negative effects. Relationships,
including changes in peer relationships, development of romantic relationships, and
differentiation in one’s family relationships (Regalia et al., 2011), play a strong role in emerging
adulthood. As such, how one functions within the context of these relationships may be an
important factor to consider when referring to emerging adults’ mental health. Additionally,
emerging adulthood is also considered a time in which there is an increased focus on one’s self,
1

and therefore, how relationships are serving oneself (Clark & Beck, 2011). With this in mind, the
factors influencing mental health may provide insight as to how emerging adults are translating
their relationship experiences into influencing their personal development and well-being.
Bowen’s (1978) family systems theory, Arnett’s (2000) theory of emerging adulthood,
and Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial theory offer guidance for exploring emerging adulthood,
particularly as it relates to identity formation and relationship management. Bowen (1978)
offered eight concepts in his model, with differentiation of self being of particular importance, as
it describes individuals’ abilities to engage in intimate relationships while maintaining autonomy.
Differentiation of self allows an individual to function with intellectual thinking rather than
emotional reactivity, even under stress or conflict (Kerr, 2000). By doing so, higher
differentiation of self makes an individual less reactive to and overwhelmed by anxiety, and
better able to base decisions and behaviors on beliefs and principles (Bowen, 1978; Papero,
2000). This differentiation is of unique importance for emerging adults, who are likely to be
undergoing various role transitions in their relationships. For example, emerging adults may be
moving out of their parents’ residence or moving in and out of different romantic relationships
(Arnett, 2000). In these transitional processes, emerging adults are having to balance their need
for emotional support and closeness with their need for increased autonomy (Tanner & Arnett,
2011), which may require a balance in differentiation.
Arnett’s (2000) theory expanded upon Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial development
theory, which offers support for the experiences of identity exploration in Erikson’s (1968)
identity versus role confusion crisis. Arnett (2000) identified a need for a distinct developmental
stage, separate from adolescence and young adulthood, based on observed delays in marriage
and parenthood. Although Erikson did acknowledge the prolongation of adolescence occurring in
2

industrialized societies (Arnett, 2000), he did not specifically propose a separate stage for this
experience. Arnett’s (2000) proposed age group for emerging adulthood (18 to 25 years) falls
between Erikson’s (1968) stages of identity versus role confusion and intimacy versus isolation.
Erikson’s (1968) crisis of intimacy versus isolation can aid in understanding emerging adults’
need for more self-focus and higher differentiation of self as they navigate transitions in family,
peer, and romantic relationships. This inclusion of Erikson’s (1968) identity exploration and
intimacy versus isolation crisis, in addition to Arnett’s (2000) and Bowen’s (1978) ideas, leads to
the inclusion of another relational factor possibly influencing mental health in emerging
adulthood: social media.
Social media is used by individuals as a way of connecting with others, seeking out
information, and conducting surveillance of others (Whiting & Williams, 2013). Emerging adults
tend to use multiple social media platforms more than other age groups (Perrin & Anderson,
2019). As many as 90% of individuals, ages 18 to 29, are using social media (Perrin, 2015),
suggesting that this should be an important inclusion for research on emerging adults’ wellbeing. For instance, according to a 2020 survey, 38% of emerging adults reported using social
media as their preferred method for accessing news (Newman et al., 2020). Emerging adults also
engage in social media for passive (e.g., viewing others’ profiles) and active (e.g., posting photos
and statuses) personal use (Whiting & Williams, 2013). Multiple studies have shown that higher
social media use is associated with anxiety symptoms (Andreassen et al., 2016; Vannucci et al.,
2017) and even activation of the physiological stress response system, which includes production
of stress hormones such as cortisol and adrenaline to prepare for fight or flight responses (Mauri
et al., 2011). Considering these high rates of usage and the reasons for usage, social media may
play a role in how emerging adults experience their identity exploration, optimism about
3

opportunities, transitional instability, self-focus, and feelings of being in-between. One way of
investigating this relationship is through considering how emerging adults relate others’ social
media content to their own progress or experience, which can be measured as social comparison
orientation (Festinger, 1954). Differentiation of self and social comparison orientation both offer
avenues by which emerging adults may interpret their experiences in a way that either increases
or lessens their anxiety. Emerging adults may be especially susceptible to interpret their
experiences through differentiation of self and social comparison orientation, as emerging
adulthood is conceptualized as a period of life with unique challenges and changes, such as
exploring options in careers and romantic relationships and moving into adult commitments
(Arnett, 2000).
Statement of the Problem
Anxiety is a prevalent mental health concern during the emerging adulthood years
(Kessler et al., 2012), with high numbers of individuals reporting anxiety symptoms as a top
concern during this age range (Center for Collegiate Mental Health, 2019). Anxiety has
implications for daily functioning across physical and social domains (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013), such as avoidance of social situations (Kashdan et al., 2014). Anxiety also is
a common comorbid or preceding condition for other psychiatric disorders, including depression
(Wolitsky et al., 2010). Despite concerns about mental health among this age group, there is a
lack of research investigating how features of the emerging adulthood experience (i.e., identity
exploration, optimism about possibilities, instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between)
contribute to this anxiety. Additionally, no known research has examined mental health during
emerging adulthood using differentiation of self and comparison orientation using social media
as moderating factors.
4

Background of the Problem
The age range representing emerging adulthood is a high-risk period for the onset of
anxiety disorders (Kessler et al., 2012). More specifically, even in cases where onset takes place
before emerging adulthood, the emerging adulthood years present higher risk of episodes
occurring and being diagnosed (Tanner, 2016). The American Psychological Association defines
anxiety as “an emotion characterized by feelings of tension, worried thoughts and physical
changes like increased blood pressure” (American Psychological Association, 2020, para. 1).
Although excessive worry and anxiety can be noticed in childhood, the symptoms are typically
attributed to temperament, rather than a disorder, with onset of anxiety disorders usually
occurring between adolescence and young adulthood (American Psychiatric Association, 2013;
Wolitsky et al., 2010). Not only do younger adults tend to show more prevalence of anxiety
disorders than older adults (Wolitsky et al., 2010), but some research also suggests that younger
adults may experience greater severity in anxiety disorder symptoms (Acierno et al., 2006). A
possible explanation for this may be that young adults, including 18- to 25-year olds, show more
of a bias towards negative emotions and a stronger physiological response to strong emotional
states (Wolitsky et al., 2010).
According to data collected by the Center for Collegiate Mental Health (2019), in the
year 2018, nearly a quarter of college students seeking mental health treatment reported anxiety
as their primary concern. In the same sample, approximately 60% reported that anxiety was a
concern for them, even if it was not considered their top concern. In their 2019 annual survey,
the Association for University and College Counseling Center Directors (2020) reported anxiety
as the most frequent concern among counseling center clients, reported by 60.7% and followed
by depression reported by 48.6%. Anxiety disorders commonly precede mood disorders, with a
5

well-established comorbidity with depression specifically (Wolinsky et al., 2010). Anxiety
symptoms also are associated with cardiovascular disease (Smoller et al., 2007), gastrointestinal
problems (Kane et al., 1993), and respiratory disorders (Yohannes et al., 2000). Due to the
comorbidity of anxiety with various other psychiatric and medical impairments (e.g., depression,
increased blood pressure; American Psychological Association, 2020; Wolinksy et al., 2010), as
well as its impact on social (e.g. avoidance of social situations; Kashdan et al., 2014) and
occupational functioning (e.g., absences from work; American Psychiatric Association, 2013;
Wittchen et al., 2000), it is important that factors influencing anxiety are investigated,
particularly as they relate to emerging adulthood.
Knowing that anxiety is a concern for individuals within the emerging adulthood age
group, it seems appropriate to investigate the prevalence of anxiety concerns as they relate to
Arnett’s (2000) features of emerging adulthood (i.e., identity exploration, feelings of optimism
about possibilities, instability, self-focus, feeling in-between). Despite controversy over whether
emerging adulthood meets the criteria to be considered a developmental stage (Kloep & Hendry,
2011; Syed, 2016), there seems to be general acceptance of emerging adulthood, and the
assigned features, as describing a common phase or experience occurring within much of the 18
to 25 age group (Fincham & Cui, 2011), particularly within industrialized countries. Therefore,
further exploration of these features and their contribution to emerging adults’ development and
well-being is warranted.
Mental health professionals could benefit from identifying emerging adults separately
from other age groups for two reasons, as discussed by Arnett et al. (2014): 1) emerging adults
are capable of more self-reflection and independent decision making about treatment than
adolescents and 2) emerging adults are likely to be experiencing instability and uncertainty as
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normal aspects of this stage of life, which may not be normalized when perceived outside of the
emerging adulthood framework. For example, some might expect that an emerging adult should
already have his or her identity and choice of career solidified, while Arnett’s (2000) theory
suggests otherwise. In some cases, anxiety symptoms during emerging adulthood can indicate
the beginning of mental health problems, while in other cases it may simply be a particularly
challenging time in their trajectory, as they are adjusting to experiences of change and new
independence (Schulenberg & Zarrett, 2006). For these reasons, it is important for mental health
professionals to not only be aware of mental health symptoms, specifically anxiety, in emerging
adulthood, but also its unique attributions for this age group.
In addition to exploring the influence of the foundational components of the emerging
adulthood framework on anxiety (Arnett, 2000), it may also be important to consider the role of
differentiation of self. Lower levels of differentiation of self have been linked to higher risk of
interpersonal distress and psychological problems (Skowron, 2009). As emerging adults are
beginning to develop a sense of identity that they can then use to seek out and maintain intimate
relationships (Erikson, 1968), differentiation of self offers a concept for understanding how well
an individual is able to function and form intellectually and logically driven responses, rather
than displaying high emotional reactivity (Kerr, 2000). With higher levels of differentiation of
self, it is possible that emerging adults may be better equipped to navigate the relational and
environmental transitions associated with the emerging adulthood years and, therefore, are less
likely to experience heightened anxiety symptoms.
As an avenue of connection with others, it is also important to consider the effects of
social media use on emerging adults’ mental health, particularly as it serves as a method of selfpresentation and identity portrayal (Arnett, 2015; Clark & Beck, 2011). A Pew Research Center
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study, conducted in early 2019, surveyed 1,502 individuals in the U.S. to examine social media
use among adults 18 years of age and older. A higher percentage of 18- to 25-year-old
individuals were found to use the social media platforms of Instagram (75%), Snapchat (73%),
and Twitter (44%), than the other age groups. Facebook (76%) showed slightly higher use by the
25 to 29 (84%) and 30 to 49-year-old (79%) age groups. YouTube also showed high usage by the
18 to 25-year-old group (90%). Although usage patterns have decreased slightly for some
platforms, such as Twitter and Snapchat over the past year, some of the most used platforms,
such as Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube, have increased or remained stable (Perrin &
Anderson, 2019). These rates suggest that social media should be considered when investigating
the well-being of today’s adults, particularly as it relates to their relationships, perspectives of
others, and self-perceptions.
Social media offers an avenue by which emerging adults socialize with others, seek
information, and even conduct surveillance on others’ lives (Park et al., 2009; Whiting &
Williams, 2013). Considering the importance of relationships during the emerging adulthood
years, social media may provide an important avenue for forming and maintaining friendships
(Barry et al., 2016). Barry et al. (2016) provide evidence that friendships in emerging adulthood
help individuals with adjusting to transitions (e.g., job changes, beginning college) and identity
exploration by providing social support and encouraging autonomy. Even with time availability
becoming more restricted as they transition into adult responsibilities, emerging adults still
consider friendships to be important to them. However, friendships can also have negative
dimensions when emerging adults receive negative feedback or begin to engage in social
comparisons (Nesi & Prinstein, 2015). For example, Vannucci et al. (2017) found an association
between amount of daily social media use and anxiety symptoms, with higher use predicting
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higher symptoms. Vannucci et al. (2019) had similar findings, with individuals who reported
using more social media platforms reporting higher anxiety and depressive symptoms.
Several possible reasons for the relationship between social media use and anxiety could
be negative feedback from others, social comparisons, increased awareness of stressful events in
others’ lives, and pressure to fit into the master narrative, in other words, the expected sequence
of life events (McLean & Breen, 2016; Vannucci et al., 2017). As individuals are engaging in
identity exploration, they may present different aspects of their identity on social media
platforms (Arnett, 2015; Clark & Beck, 2011), which then opens those portrayals to validation or
critique from others (McLean & Breen, 2016). If they are critiqued, individuals may question
themselves and their identity portrayal. Another avenue of influence, the use of social media,
through upward social comparisons, has been found to predict lower well-being as well as lower
self-evaluation (Wang et al., 2017). In upward comparisons, individuals compare themselves to
other people whom they perceive to be superior to themselves, which can be common on social
media platforms (Wang et al., 2017). By doing so, they may question their own situation and
status compared to the appealing situations and portrayals of others. With these tendencies in
mind, social media may serve as an influential factor in their mental health during these years.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to investigate Arnett’s (2004) features of the emerging adulthood
experience (i.e., identity exploration, feelings of optimism about possibilities, instability, selffocus, and feeling in-between), which may be associated with anxiety symptoms, as well as
explore factors (i.e., differentiation of self and social comparison orientation using social media)
that may intensify or lessen the anxiety symptoms.
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Definitions
Emerging adulthood: a life stage, during ages 18 to 25, proposed by Arnett (2000) as including
increased prevalence of identity exploration, feelings of optimism about possibilities, instability,
self-focus, and feeling in-between.
Anxiety: “an emotion characterized by feelings of tension, worried thoughts and physical changes
like increased blood pressure” (American Psychological Association, 2020).
Differentiation of self: the ability of an individual to function autonomously while still maintaining
intimate relationships with others (Anderson & Sabatelli, 2011; Bowen, 1978).
Social comparison orientation: the degree to which individuals are inclined to compare themselves
to others (Festinger, 1954).
Research Questions
The following research questions were posed: 1) What differences exist, if any, in how
different demographic groups (i.e., sex and race) experience emerging adulthood (i.e., emerging
adulthood features, number of transitions), as well as anxiety, differentiation of self, and social
comparison orientation using social media? 2) Are any of the five emerging adulthood features
(i.e., identity exploration, feelings of optimism about possibilities, instability, self-focus, and
feeling in-between), as well as differentiation of self and social comparison orientation using
social media, associated with emerging adults’ anxiety levels? 3) Do differentiation of self and/or
social comparison orientation using social media moderate the relationships between emerging
adulthood features and anxiety (Figure 1)?

10

Figure 1

Moderation Model
Significance of the Study

The current study has implications for professionals working with individuals in the
emerging adulthood years, for emerging adults themselves, as well as for researchers studying
the emerging adulthood theoretical framework. Knowing the prevalence of anxiety is a mental
health concern for individuals between the ages of 18-25, specifically those in college settings
(Center for Collegiate Mental Health, 2019; National Institute of Mental Health, 2019), it is
important that mental health professionals and university employees are aware of intervention
strategies and areas of concern. In order to provide appropriate education and interventions to
mental health personnel, university personnel, high school counselors, parents, and others who
frequently interact with emerging adults, the unique challenges, or risk factors, as well as
potential protective factors must be known. Some of these potential risk and protective factors
may deal with emotional functioning (Bowen, 1978) in changing relationships and independence
expectations, such as how well an individual copes with stressful decision-making, while others
11

may deal with the perceived standards of comparison that emerging adults look towards during
this period of instability (Arnett, 2000; Festinger, 1954). For example, some emerging adults
may compare their accomplishments, such as career and academic progress, to that of their peers.
This study aims to shed light on emerging adulthood features (i.e., identity exploration, optimism
about possibilities, instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between), which may potentially be
associated with anxiety, as well as individual factors, such as differentiation of self and social
comparison orientation using social media, that may impact symptoms when identified and
utilized.

12

CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
Guiding Theories
Several theories offer guidance for exploring factors contributing to anxiety for the 18- to
25-year old population. Arnett’s (2000) emerging adulthood theory outlined specific features
(i.e., identity exploration, feelings of optimism about possibilities, instability, self-focus, and
feeling in-between) associated with this age group to examine a common experience. As Arnett’s
(2000) theory is still considered controversial by some, it is also important to include Erikson’s
(1968) theory of psychosocial development for support, as Erikson’s (1968) theory has been
identified as one of several contributors to the formation of Arnett’s (2000) theory. Additionally,
Bowen’s (1978) family systems theory offers guidance in understanding how an individual
manages the challenges of the emerging adulthood years, particularly as differentiation of self
relates to distinguishing oneself from one’s family of origin.
Erikson’s Psychosocial Theory
In his theory, Erikson (1968) proposed eight stages of psychosocial development, with
each stage presenting a type of crisis an individual faces in order to move onto the next stage.
The premise of this theory is that successful completion of each stage results in positive
outcomes for an individual, including moving onto the next stage, while failure to complete a
stage presents challenges when facing subsequent crises. The emerging adulthood age range,
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typically considered to be ages 18 to 25, includes two of Erikson’s (1968) stages, identity versus
role confusion (ages 12 to 18) and intimacy versus isolation (ages 18 to 40).
Although the identity versus role confusion stage only overlaps with a single year during
emerging adulthood, it is likely that this crisis carries over into the years past age 18, as
adolescence has become prolonged due to delayed marriage, parenthood, and perception of
oneself as an adult (Arnett, 2015). In this stage, Erikson (1968) explained that individuals
experiment with different lifestyles and possibilities, as they examine who they are and what
contribution they will bring into relationships. In this experimentation, individuals may settle
into an identity (e.g., set of values, interests, and beliefs) that feels most comfortable, or they
may experience role confusion in which they struggle to find this fit.
Following the stage of identity versus role confusion, individuals enter the intimacy
versus isolation crisis (Erikson, 1968). In this stage, exploration of relationships leads to longerterm commitments and increased intimacy. Individuals form intimate relationships with others
through mutual sharing and care, whether these intimate relationships are in the form of
friendships or romantic partnerships. Otherwise, they may become avoidant of relationships and
lonely (Erikson, 1968). Erikson (1968) explains that identity exploration needs to be addressed
and completed in preparation for moving into the intimacy versus isolation stage, so that the
individual has had an opportunity to gain a solid sense of self before inviting others into close
emotional proximity (Beyers & Seiffge-Krenke, 2010). The sequence of these developmental
tasks is an important consideration when investigating influences on mental health during
emerging adulthood.

14

Emerging Adulthood Framework
Each of Erikson’s (1968) stages are important to the emerging adulthood years due to the
overlap of the age ranges, but also because of the relevance to the emerging adulthood features
proposed by Arnett (2004). Developed by Arnett (2000), emerging adulthood is a theoretical
framework describing the developmental events occurring for individuals between the ages of 18
and 25. This stage of development is conceptualized as being a transitional time in which one is
not considered, by self or others, to be an independent adult nor an adolescent dependent on
one’s parents. During emerging adulthood, individuals begin taking more responsibility for their
own decisions and responsibilities than adolescents are expected, while also experiencing a much
lower number of commitments than older adults. Rather than marking adulthood status by
marriage, parenthood, or career establishment, many emerging adults place more value on taking
responsibility for themselves and independent decision-making (Sharon, 2015). Arnett (2000)
acknowledged that individuals in certain cultures, such as those in industrialized countries, are
allowed more time for identity exploration and minimal commitments immediately after
adolescence, which suggests emerging adulthood is a distinct period of the life course, although
this distinction is not without controversy.
Although many support Arnett’s (2000) conceptualization of emerging adulthood as a
distinct life stage, there are also those who critique his claims. Overall, there seem to be several
common points by which the critiques can be summarized. The first critique, primarily among
sociologists, is that the assumptions of emerging adulthood theory are not new (Kloep & Hendry,
2011; Syed, 2016), but instead were part of Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial theory (Syed, 2016).
Arnett (2000) acknowledges his connections to Erikson’s (1968) theory, but insists he expanded
his ideas further than those of Erikson (1968). Erikson (1968) theorized that adolescence and
15

young adulthood years consisted of two crises: identity versus role confusion and intimacy
versus isolation. Arnett (2000) included identity development as the main pillar of his emerging
adulthood theory, but also developed four additional features (i.e., feelings of optimism about
possibilities, instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between) to further identify the common
experiences taking place (Syed & Mitchell, 2016).
The second critique is that the ideas of emerging adulthood are too historically specific
and only relevant to current trends, such as prolonged education and delayed marriage (Arnett et
al., 2011). Many higher-paying jobs now require higher education, pushing back adulthood
markers, such as solidifying a career and starting a family, and encouraging college attendance
(Arnett, 2004). Erikson (1968) offers defense of Arnett’s (2000) theory by expressing that new
ways of thinking, such as recognizing a distinct experience between adolescence and young
adulthood, are necessary to address advances in technology and changes in the ways people live
(Syed, 2016). With technological advances specifically, there is now a new method for identity
exploration and seeking out relationships and possibilities through means of social media (Coyne
et al., 2016). Emerging adults may use social media in their identity exploration by choosing
which different aspects of their personality to present for others to see, as well as observing
others’ choices and presentations (Park et al., 2009; Whiting & Williams, 2013).
Another common critique of Arnett’s (2000) theory is that he paints emerging adulthood
as being a positive, optimistic time, when critics believe that he should also acknowledge the
negative aspects of these years (Kloep & Hendry, 2011; Syed, 2016), such as how these
individuals may be experiencing high levels of instability and uncertainty across multiple aspects
of their lives (Arnett, 2000). Kloep and Hendry (2011) also discussed how this age group has
increased reports of unhappy relationships as well as increased experiences of anxiety and
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depression, although further research is needed to understand why. However, emerging adults
still report having an optimistic outlook, despite their current stress and mental health issues and
do generally experience an increase in well-being over the course of the emerging adulthood
years (Arnett & Tanner, 2011). The current study may help to investigate this critique further by
exploring how the features of emerging adulthood may contribute to anxiety symptoms.
A fourth common critique of Arnett’s (2000) theory is that its features and assumptions
do not apply to everyone in this age group, but primarily those in highly industrialized
populations, where the age of marriage is later and education time is longer. These populations
also tend to have more financial means allowing them more opportunities to participate in this
exploratory time of non-commitment (Kloep & Hendry, 2011; Syed, 2016). However, even with
some individuals feeling as though they have reached adulthood sooner than others, the five
features of emerging adulthood (i.e., identity exploration, feelings of optimism about
possibilities, instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between) remain evident across socioeconomic
backgrounds (Arnett & Tanner, 2011). The current study may also help investigate this claim
further by examining demographic differences, in regard to sex, race, and financial
independence, although still only including participants from an industrialized country.
Although emerging adulthood’s acceptance as a developmental stage is still debated,
there may still be specific experiences unique to these transitional years. Arnett (2004) proposed
five features, which are experienced with more prevalence during emerging adulthood compared
to any other stage of development: identity exploration, optimism about possibilities, instability,
self-focus, and feeling in-between. The combination of these features creates the experience that
Arnett (2000) argues should qualify emerging adulthood as a distinct stage of development. To
provide context for the current study, each of these features will be briefly described.
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Identity Exploration
The first feature of emerging adulthood is identity exploration, for which Arnett (2004)
found connections to existing theories. Arnett (2015) drew attention to Erikson’s (1968)
discussion of prolonged adolescence that can occur in industrialized societies. In these societies,
there is often an extended time of role experimentation in which individuals are able to explore
options in both love and work, better solidifying their interests and values. By increasing their
independence from their parents, emerging adults are able to begin clarifying who they are, what
they want, and with whom they enjoy being (Arnett, 2006). By the age of emerging adulthood,
individuals think more abstractly about ideas and possibilities for their lives, in a way that will
promote self-directed decision making as they develop (Schwartz et al., 2016). Schwartz et al.
(2016) explained that identity exploration occurs across multiple domains, including political
preferences, religion, sexuality, gender, and ethnicity. In each of these domains, childhood
identity was likely determined by the parent(s), followed by increased exploration during
adolescence. In emerging adulthood, the individual may have an opportunity to experiment and
seek out new alternatives.
Research has shown that identity exploration is associated with emerging adults’ wellbeing, depending on the degree to which an individual has explored options and made
commitments based on that exploration. Schwartz et al. (2011) examined adaptability to
changing circumstances and found that individuals, who have engaged in exploration and made
identity commitments based on that exploration, scored higher in adaptability than those who
made identity commitments without exploration. This may be especially meaningful during the
emerging adulthood years, when change and transition are common. More specifically, those
who have reached identity achievement, or made commitments after exploration (Marcia, 1966),
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tend to report higher well-being than those who have not engaged in any degree of exploration or
commitment (Schwartz, 2016). However, considering mental health specifically, multiple studies
have found that the process of exploring identity possibilities is associated with anxiety
symptoms (Kidwell et al., 1995; Schwartz et al., 2009). This finding suggests that the prevalence
of anxiety symptoms may be higher during the time of exploration but lessens once exploration
is completed.
Optimism about Possibilities
The second feature of emerging adulthood that Arnett (2004) identified is a sense of
possibilities and optimism. In this period of few commitments and greater uncertainty, many
possibilities are open in terms of career trajectories and relationship opportunities. There is a
potential for dramatic change, which can lead some emerging adults to experience increased
hope and optimism. For example, some individuals have an opportunity in emerging adulthood
to move away from difficult family situations and turn their lives towards a new, preferred
direction (Arnett, 2006). With increased independence and self-awareness, there is an
opportunity for change towards preferred future outcomes (Arnett, 2015). However, some
emerging adults may face barriers, such as racial discrimination or financial strain, which could
present challenges, even when possibilities are perceived as available (Syed & Mitchell, 2016).
For all emerging adults, perceived possibilities and optimism may be challenged once adult
commitments and responsibilities take hold (Arnett, 2006).
Instability
The third feature of emerging adulthood is instability (Arnett, 2004). Emerging adulthood
is represented by high levels of instability and uncertainty in multiple aspects of their lives,
19

including their education/career decisions, relationships, financial status, and personal values
(Arnett, 2000, 2006). Identity exploration consists of frequent changes in choices and shifting
directions, which adds to this instability and uncertainty, but often help emerging adults develop
a firmer understanding of their identity. Some changes are required due to fluctuation in financial
independence or loss of relationships with friends and romantic interests. Other changes are by
choice, such as moving residences or seeking out new jobs, but these changes may also be
difficult and accompanied by a yearning for the reassurance that stability offers (Arnett, 2015).
As Arnett (2015) explained, many emerging adults feel as though they need to have a
plan for, or a sense of direction, in their lives. However, the process of identity exploration,
exploring possibilities, and frequent transitions require these plans to be revised frequently.
Although these revisions can be beneficial to overall development and identity formation, they
are also likely to produce feelings of stress and uncertainty (Arnett, 2015; Brammer, 1992).
Whether transitions are positive changes (e.g., marriage, job promotion) or negative changes
(e.g., breakup, undesired move), they require some degree of adaptation as they involve new
demands and leaving the comforts of familiarity (Brammer, 1992). One’s ability to cope with
these transitions and instability may depend largely on social support as well as an individual’s
attitudes towards these changes. For example, if an individual views the changes as opportunities
to grow and further develop their identity, he or she may cope more effectively with this
instability (Brammer, 1992). However, other factors, such as lower differentiation and social
comparison orientation, could also impact an individual’s attitudes and his/her anxiety by
making an individual more emotionally reactive to others and the way others’ narratives, or life
sequences, seem to be playing out rather than focusing on their own progress.
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Self-Focus
The fourth feature of emerging adulthood is self-focus (Arnett, 2004). While still
considerate and understanding of other’s perspectives, emerging adults find themselves in a stage
of life that requires them to be more self-focused. The overarching goal of this self-focus is to
become self-sufficient. As such, emerging adults take on stronger responsibility for themselves,
sometimes at the expense of commitments and responsibilities towards others (Reifman et al.,
2007). Many of their decisions at this time are based on their understanding of who they are and
what they need to do to become more self-sufficient (Arnett, 2006, 2015). However, self-focus
does not necessarily indicate a disregard for others or interdependence (Syed & Mitchell, 2016).
While they still value their relationships with others, they may do so while prioritizing their own
needs and how their relationships and decisions are serving themselves (Clark & Beck, 2011).
Self-focus is considered to be a normal and healthy feature of the emerging adulthood years that
may also assist with other tasks, such as identity exploration (Arnett, 2015).
Feeling In-Between
Lastly, the fifth feature commonly associated with emerging adulthood is a feeling of
feeling in-between (Arnett, 2004). Emerging adults are shifting away from the dependence of
their parents that is typical of childhood and adolescence and may not be quite settled into family
role commitments as spouses and parents (Arnett, 2015). Arnett (2015) referred to his 2012 study
in which 45% of respondents felt as if they had reached adulthood ‘in some ways but not others’
while another 50% felt as if they had attained adulthood. To understand why emerging adults
may not feel they have reached adulthood, it is important to consider the life achievements which
are associated with perceived adulthood. For instance, some may hold perceived adulthood
markers, such as financial independence or career progress, while others might place more value
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on relational markers, such as marriage or parenthood. The most commonly identified markers of
adulthood, which include acceptance of responsibility for oneself, independent decision making,
and financial independence, are often gradually attained (Arnett, 2015). With attainment of
adulthood occurring as a gradual process, it seems appropriate that emerging adults vary in their
perceptions of themselves as adults.
Whether or not emerging adults perceive themselves as being an adult may have an
impact on their well-being. Research indicates that feeling as though someone has reached
adulthood, as indicated by both self-perception and criteria of financial independence, work
achievements, emotion regulation, and relational commitments, is associated with higher levels
of well-being (Nelson & Luster, 2016). However, in their review, Nelson and Luster (2016) also
noted the importance of considering individual differences in how perceived adulthood may
impact well-being. For some, remaining in the “in-between” phase for long periods of time may
have a negative impact on well-being. For others, moving into adulthood roles too quickly,
without exploring options and better solidifying identity, could also have challenges, such as
feeling unprepared for their adulthood roles (Nelson, 2009).
Together Arnett’s (2004) five features (i.e., identity exploration, optimism about
possibilities, instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between) create an experience that he argues is
unique to the 18 to 25-year old age group. Although individuals may experience these features
before or after this age range, this time of life may be a time in which they are experienced to a
higher degree and simultaneously. Because of the higher levels of these features, they may
present unique outcomes. Arnett (2000) built his ideas of emerging adulthood following previous
theoretical assumptions by Erikson (1968). Identity exploration is similarly explained by Arnett
(2014) as it is by Erikson (1968), as both describe it as a time of discovering one’s own interests
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and values. Additionally, the features of instability and optimism about possibilities relate to the
aspect of exploration that is present in Erikson’s (1968) crisis, as exploration often involves
potential for change or new experiences. The features of self-focus and feeling in-between are
relevant to the crisis of intimacy versus isolation as individuals are having to navigate intimate
relationships while still focusing on their own successful adjustments to transitions. If they are
not in the committed relationship roles that are commonly considered to be markers of
adulthood, such as parenthood and marriage, they may be left feeling in between adulthood and
adolescence.
Bowen’s Family Systems Theory
In addition to Erikson’s (1968) and Arnett’s (2004) theories, Bowen’s (1978) systems
theory offers further perspectives on how an individual functions as part of a larger system of
relationships and within reciprocal interactions. Further, it draws attention to how emotional
systems and intellectual systems function within an individual (Bowen, 1978). For example, if an
individual responds to situations logically and rationally, rather than with high emotional
reactivity, they may more easily manage conflict in their relational systems. Bowen’s theory
includes eight concepts: differentiation of self, triangles, nuclear family emotional system, family
projection process, multigenerational transmission process, sibling position, emotional cutoff,
and societal emotional process. The concept of differentiation of self, which serves as the key
concept in the theory (Bowen, 1978; Kerr, 2000), was of primary interest for the purpose of the
present study.
Differentiation of self refers to an individual’s ability to engage in intimate relationships
with others while also maintaining a healthy level of autonomy (Bowen, 1978; Kerr, 2000). In
situations of conflict or stress, differentiation of self describes a person’s ability to think logically
23

and to manage their responses with reason, rather than displaying an impulsive, emotion-based
reaction. In individuals with lower differentiation levels, common characteristics can include
difficulty recovering from stress or dysfunction and high emotional reactivity (Crossno, 2011). In
other words, these individuals may respond to stressful situations based on emotion, without the
ability to use their own logical reasoning. In contrast, characteristics of individuals with higher
differentiation levels can include ability to think clearly and cope effectively under high anxiety
and stress and adaptability when faced with dysfunction (Crossno, 2011; Kerr, 2000).Therefore,
they are able to rely on their own principles and reasoning to determine an appropriate response
to stressful situations, without becoming overwhelmed by others’ potential reactions.
Differentiation of self consists of several features: fusion with others, emotional cutoff, Iposition, and emotional reactivity. Skowron and Friedlander (1998) identified and described each
of these features in their development of the Differentiation of Self Inventory, which uses
subscales for each feature. Fusion with others describes the degree to which a person feels
trapped in maintaining the beliefs of his or her family of origin and other important figures in his
or her life, including consistently seeking acceptance and approval from others. In contrast,
emotional cutoff manages intimacy overload differently. Rather than seeking acceptance from
and closeness to others, emotional cutoff refers to the desire for separation or emancipation from
others as a way to escape the perception that intimacy is overwhelming. The I-position explains
an individual’s ability to “maintain a clearly defined sense of self and thoughtfully adhere to
personal convictions when pressured by others to do otherwise” (Bowen, 1978, p. 252). In other
words, maintaining I-position involves holding onto one’s own values and perspective under
stress, and being able to communicate that personal perspective effectively. Lastly, emotional
reactivity can be described as struggling to remain calm in situations that are stressful or highly
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emotional. Individuals high in emotional reactivity not only experience heightened emotional
stress in these situations, but they are also likely to act on that emotional stress, rather than
through their own judgement (Skowron & Friedlander, 1998). Together, these four concepts
define differentiation of self, as conceptualized in the current study.
Relational Factors
Differentiation of self and social comparison orientation may be related to emerging
adults’ experiences of anxiety symptoms. Differentiation of self acts as a relational factor by
describing the extent to which our decisions and interactions with others are managed with
emotional reactivity or autonomous, logical reasoning (Anderson & Sabatelli, 2011; Bowen,
1978). While there is research examining differentiation of self among the emerging adulthood
years, no known studies have examined differentiation of self in relation to Arnett’s (2004)
features of emerging adulthood. Social comparison orientation acts as a relational factor in
providing a filter through which individuals interpret their own self-perceptions by integrating
information from and about others (Festinger, 1954). Given emerging adults’ crisis associated
with identity exploration (Arnett, 2000; Erikson, 1968), some researchers have demonstrated that
social comparison orientation may be related to their well-being (Park & Baek, 2018; Wang et
al., 2017). The research regarding these relational factors is briefly reviewed.
Differentiation of Self
Following Arnett’s (2004) features characterizing emerging adulthood, individuals face
instability and numerous transitions that require adjusting during their process of identity
exploration. As a result, stress and anxiety are likely to occur. Not only does transitional stress
require coping mechanisms, such as social support and stress management strategies (e.g.,
25

physical exercise), but possibly also a stabilized pattern of self-validation and self-assurance,
which fit well within expectations of high differentiation of self (Bowen, 1978). Having a
healthy level of differentiation of self may help buffer the effects of instability and uncertainty
on one’s mental health and relationship quality in emerging adulthood. Higher differentiation of
self allows an individual to reflect upon and respond according to one’s one beliefs and values,
even under pressured situations. In addition, differentiation of self helps an individual function
under stress, by lessening emotional reactivity in spite of the reactivity of others (Skowron &
Friedlander, 1998). These characteristics may be especially important during the emerging
adulthood years in which various transitions are taking place and relationships are being
evaluated in terms of how they best serve the individual.
While no known studies have examined differentiation of self in association with the
emerging adulthood features specifically, multiple studies provide evidence of positive
psychosocial outcomes associated with higher levels of differentiation of self. Skowron, Stanley,
and Shapiro (2009) used a sample of 18- to 22-year old individuals to examine the relationship
between differentiation of self and interpersonal and psychological well-being. Their results
indicated that higher levels of differentiation of self are associated with fewer psychological
symptoms and interpersonal issues. Differentiation of self has also been shown to act as a
mediator between insecure attachment styles and depressive symptoms for college students.
Specifically, higher emotional reactivity, emotional cutoff, and repression of emotions were
associated with higher depressive symptoms (Simon et al., 2019). Given the comorbidity of
depression and anxiety (American Psychiatric Association, 2013), the findings of the current
study may indicate that differentiation of self could also play a role in influencing the experience
of other mental health concerns, such as anxiety.
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Higher differentiation of self also seems to impact college students, particularly, during
this transitional stage of life. For example, Skowron (2004) discovered that higher differentiation
of self was not only associated with better psychological adjustment, but also the ability to take
an “I” position. In the sample, college students’ ability to take an “I” position was associated
with better social problem-solving skills, as the students were better able to take ownership of
their own thoughts and feelings. Johnson et al. (2014) also found among a college student sample
that lower levels of emotional cutoff, lower emotional reactivity, and increased ability to use an
“I” position were related to increased ease in career decision making. These findings suggest that
the college experience, a common aspect of the emerging adulthood years, may be easier to
navigate successfully if individuals have higher levels of differentiation of self.
Social Comparison Orientation
In his theory of social comparison processes, Festinger (1954) suggested that humans
have a drive to evaluate their abilities and opinions. He described that comparison of abilities as
being more competitive in nature, as it relates to achievement and performance, while
comparison of opinion relates more to construction of and adjustment to one’s own values and
judgements. Individuals are particularly inclined to compare themselves to those with whom they
perceive themselves to be most similar (Festinger, 1954), such as same-age peers. Individuals are
also more inclined to form self-evaluations based on comparisons when they are more unstable
or uncertain of themselves (Festinger, 1954; Gibbons, & Buunk, 1999). This comparison may be
especially relevant for emerging adulthood, during which time there is increased instability
during these transitions (Arnett, 2000).
Although many studies include Festinger’s (1954) foundational assumptions regarding
comparison, further research has found that individual differences exist in how likely people are
27

to compare themselves to others (Schneider & Schupp, 2014; Vogel et al. 2015; Yang et al.,
2018). Specifically, support exists for the importance of social comparison orientation during
emerging adulthood in the research regarding identity formation. For example, Yang et al. (2018)
found that college freshmen use different types of social comparison (e.g., opinion-based or
ability-based), depending on their identity processing style (e.g., actively seeking out identity
information versus automated assimilation of identity information), with social comparison of
ability predicting lower identity clarity. This finding suggests that emerging adults’ social
comparison orientation might influence how their identity exploration impacts their well-being.
In another sample, not limited to emerging adults, Schneider and Schupp (2014) found that social
comparison orientation acted as a moderator between relative income and life satisfaction,
suggesting that individuals with a higher tendency to compare themselves to others are more
likely to be impacted by the situations of others. This finding could be especially relevant
considering the diverse financial, relational, and living situations experienced during emerging
adulthood (Arnett, 2000).
In order to exercise any comparison of self against others, whether based on abilities or
opinions, one must have access and insight into the achievements or opinions of others
(Festinger, 1954). Social media platforms offer a unique window into the lives of others with
which emerging adults have familiarity (Arnett, 2015; Perrin & Anderson, 2019). Social media
offers an avenue of self-presentation allowing feedback and appraisal from others, without faceto-face interaction (Coyne et al., 2016). For this reason, social comparison orientation via social
media may encourage the idea of “the looking-glass self” (Grecas & Schwalbe, 1983), as
individuals make assumptions about how others are evaluating them, based on their social media
content. Emerging adults may reflect on how they are seen by others as well as how they
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compare to the master narrative, or how life events are expected to unfold, which is often
determined by societal norms (McLean & Breen, 2016). The nature of these perceptions will
play a role in self-appraisals of how well they are doing and what achievements they have made
(McLean & Breen, 2016).
Demographic Differences
Some demographic differences may exist in how different demographic groups
experience the emerging adulthood features (i.e., identity exploration, feelings of optimism about
possibilities, instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between). For example, there are multiple
components of identity exploration, several of which may vary based on characteristics of the
emerging adult. One aspect of identity development can involve ethnic identity, or identification
with one’s ethnic group (Syed & Mitchell, 2016). Research shows that emerging adults,
particularly in the early years, have not yet solidified their ethnic identity and have trouble
expressing their thoughts about it (Syed & Mitchell, 2016). Very little research exists regarding
other aspects of identity development across ethnic groups. For gender, research indicates that
women tend to be more advanced in their identity development than men during emerging
adulthood, with women more likely to be exploring options or more solidified in their identity
(Norona et al., 2016).
Considering emerging adulthood as an age of possibilities, and optimism regarding those
possibilities, Syed and Mitchell (2016) discussed how race and socioeconomic status influence
these perceived possibilities. Emerging adults across socioeconomic and racial backgrounds do
report experiences of optimism, feeling that they may be able to do better than their parents, and
that they have opportunities for growth. However, ethnic minorities as well as emerging adults
from low socioeconomic status backgrounds also are more likely to face barriers for achievement
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(Bois-Reymond, 2016; Syed & Mitchell, 2016). For example, Arnett and Schwabb (2012) found
that 37% of Latinos and 50% of African Americans had trouble financially supporting their goals
during emerging adulthood, compared to 32% of Whites.
Looking at the feature of instability, Syed and Mitchell (2016) found that some, although
minimal, differences exist across race and ethnicity, including differences in work-related
experiences, changes in residency, and romantic relationships. In their work-related experiences,
White, African American, and Latino individuals tend to experience a similar number of
transitions in and out of jobs across their emerging adulthood years. For changes in residency,
Asian American and White emerging adults show slightly more transitions during their emerging
adulthood years than later in life, but this does not appear true for African American or Latino
emerging adults (Syed & Mitchell, 2016). Arnett (2000) included romantic relationships as
another area of instability during emerging adulthood. Whites tend to experience slightly more
short-term relationships during emerging adulthood than African Americans and Latinos, with
African Americans being more likely to be in a steady relationship (Meier & Allen, 2009).
For self-focus, existing research addresses racial and gender differences using related
variables, such as family obligations and interdependence with others in their families and
communities. Family obligations and interdependence are inversely related to self-focus in how
they describe strong connections to and importance of others. Arnett (2003) found that White
emerging adults tend to show lower levels of family obligations than other racial groups,
suggesting they place less value on providing assistance to and support for family. For those
emerging adults with higher levels of family obligations, it makes sense that they would be less
inclined to engage in as much self-focus during their emerging adulthood years. Looking at
interdependence, White emerging adults report lower levels compared to Asian Americans
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(Arnett, 2003). This difference may be due to a higher value of interdependence in Eastern
culture, which may still influence Asian American families (Kitayama & Imada, 2010).
However, interdependence does not necessarily cancel out opportunities for self-focus and
autonomy (Syed & Mitchell, 2016). In Arnett’s (2003) same study, African American, White,
Asian American, and Latino emerging adults all consistently ranked independence from their
parents, in financial and emotional aspects, as the most important marker of adulthood. There is
also some research to support possible gender differences in self-focus, with women
demonstrating more connections with others, while men tend to demonstrate less desire for
connection (Norona et al., 2016). As a result, women may experience less self-focus during
emerging adulthood because of these connections with others.
Some demographic differences have been found regarding individuals’ perceptions of
themselves as adults during the emerging adulthood years. When looking at a sample of 18 to 29
year old individuals, Johnson et al. (2007) found that respondents identifying as African
American were more likely to perceive themselves as adults than those identifying as Hispanic or
non-Hispanic Whites, while Asian Americans were less likely than any of the other three groups
to perceive themselves as adults. This identification was true after controlling for socioeconomic
background. The authors found no significant relationship between financial independence and
perception of adult identity. However, emerging adults of lower socioeconomic backgrounds
have reported feeling as though they reach adulthood earlier than those of higher socioeconomic
backgrounds (Arnett & Tanner, 2011). In addition, some studies have also shown gender
differences, with men more likely to consider themselves as adults than women (Sirsch et al.,
2009), possibly due to different expectations for adulthood (Nelson & Luster, 2016). For
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example, women tend to rate relational maturity as a more important criteria for adulthood than
men do (Nelson et al., 2007).
Although these findings present some interesting considerations, they do not consider the
health outcomes of these experiences. For example, it is uncertain whether instability in
emerging adulthood is associated with higher anxiety symptoms for one demographic group
more than another. Knowing that anxiety symptoms are associated with cardiovascular disease
(Smoller et al., 2007) and comorbidity with other psychological disorders (Wolitsky et al., 2010),
this exploration could provide helpful data to inform future research and programming.
Anxiety is a known concern for emerging adults (Center for Collegiate Mental Health,
2018), but there is limited research on which of Arnett’s (2004) features of emerging adulthood
are related to anxiety and which factors may intensify or buffer that relationship. More
specifically, these factors may include differentiation of self and social comparison orientation
using social media as moderators for anxiety in an American sample of emerging adults. The
current study will examine these relationships, with a goal of providing information about
emerging adults’ mental health, which can be utilized by professionals who work with this
population, as well as guide future research.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
In this chapter, the research design and methodology are described with explanation of
why each was appropriate for the current study. The purpose of this study is to investigate
Arnett’s (2004) components of the emerging adulthood experience (i.e., identity exploration,
feelings of optimism about possibilities, instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between), which
may be associated with anxiety symptoms, as well as explore factors (i.e., differentiation of self
and social comparison orientation using social media) that may intensify or lessen the anxiety
symptoms. As a guide for achieving this purpose, the following research questions were posed:
1) What differences exist, if any, in how different demographic groups (i.e., sex and race)
experience emerging adulthood (i.e., emerging adulthood features, number of transitions), as
well as anxiety, differentiation of self, and social comparison orientation using social media? 2)
Are any of the five emerging adulthood features (i.e., identity exploration, feelings of optimism
about possibilities, instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between), as well as differentiation of
self and social comparison orientation using social media, associated with emerging adults’
anxiety levels? 3) Do differentiation of self and/or social comparison orientation using social
media moderate the relationships between emerging adulthood features and anxiety?
Research Hypotheses
After review of the existing literature, it was hypothesized that 1) demographic
differences will exist by race, financial independence, and gender, with whites showing higher
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self-focus than other racial groups, males showing more self-focus, females showing more
identity exploration, and individuals with higher financial independence reporting lower levels of
feeling in-between, 2) greater experience of identity exploration, instability, and feeling inbetween will be associated with higher anxiety symptoms, while greater experience of optimism
about possibilities and self-focus would be associated with lower anxiety symptoms, 3) lower
differentiation of self and higher comparison orientation using social media will be associated
with higher anxiety symptoms, and 4) differentiation of self and social comparison orientation
using social media will moderate significantly the relationships between the features of emerging
adulthood and anxiety symptoms, with higher differentiation of self acting as a buffer and higher
social comparison orientation using social media acting as an intensifier of these relationships.
Research Design
This study was conducted using a quantitative approach and a correlational predictive
design. To measure the variables, a cross-sectional method utilizing self-report survey was used
to obtain participant responses. A quantitative approach was chosen to allow comparisons to be
made between the variable relationships, including the possibility of moderation effects (Cozby
& Bates, 2012). The purpose for the use of a cross-sectional approach was to obtain responses
representative of the participants’ current experience (Cozby & Bates, 2012). Data collected at a
single time point for all participants allowed comparisons across demographic groups as well as
allowed exploration of variable relationships as they pertained to the participants’ current life
stage. Despite potential self-report bias, surveys are a common practice in the literature for
assessing each of the proposed variables, particularly using the scales referenced in the following
sections.
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Research Sites and Description of Participants
Convenience sampling was used to distribute the surveys to students in university
undergraduate and graduate courses on two college campuses. Students were recruited from the
School of Human Sciences at Mississippi State University and the Department of Human
Development and Family Studies in the College of Human Environmental Sciences at the
University of Alabama. These universities and specific School and Department were chosen due
to convenience in both location and contact with faculty at both sites. Snowball sampling
methods were also used to distribute the survey online, through social media platforms (e.g.,
Facebook, Instagram), in efforts to include individuals who were not students at a 4-year
university. Individuals who are in their emerging adulthood years are likely to use social media
platforms, even if they are not students at a university (Perrin & Anderson, 2019).
As the criteria for being considered an emerging adult relies only on age (Arnett, 2000),
there were no other criteria for participants, other than consenting to participate in the study.
Although many participants informed about the study were likely to have had some form of
college experience, due to sampling being conducted in two college towns, online access to the
survey was also distributed with intention of reaching individuals who may not have had college
experience. Previous studies have found no significant differences in experience of emerging
adulthood features between college students and those not attending college, except regarding
the feature of perceived optimism about possibilities. In this exception, college students scored
higher in optimism about possibilities than non-college students (Reifman et al., 2007).
Data Collection and Measures
A self-report survey, with 173 items, was used to collect data from the participants. For
the participants recruited from a classroom setting as well as those recruited through social
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media, the surveys were distributed through a Qualtrics link. The study received IRB approval on
February 27th, 2020. All participants included in the study sample provided consent before
beginning the survey. The consent form is provided in Appendix A, and the full survey can be
found in Appendix B. A variety of classes at each university were recruited with written
permission of individual instructors, as well as consent of the Director of the School and
Department Head at each site. Instructors were provided with the study flyer to post in their
online learning platform for their course. If instructors chose to offer extra credit, they were also
provided an alternative assignment for students who did not wish to participate. All participants
were offered an opportunity to enter in a drawing to win one of four Amazon gift cards. Contact
information for the drawing, as well as for receiving extra credit, was separated from the survey
responses prior to any analyses. Data were collected during the 2020 spring semester, beginning
the first week of March and ending the first week of May.
Features of Emerging Adulthood
Several measures were used to assess participants’ experience of Arnett’s (2004) features
of emerging adulthood. By using more than one method of measurement for the emerging
adulthood experience, the goal was to capture specific aspects of this stage that are potentially
contributing to anxiety symptoms. For instance, rather than only knowing whether the
participants perceive that they are in a period of transition, it is more helpful to know what types
of transitions and how many transitions are being experienced to contribute to future applications
of any findings. Therefore, participants were asked using single-item measures how many
romantic relationships they have been in, how many times their residency has changed, how
many jobs they have held over the past year, and how many times they have changed roommate
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situations. The participants were also asked whether they cover their own living expenses as a
single-item measure of financial independence adapted from Yorgason et al. (2016).
Additionally, participants completed subscales of the Inventory of the Dimensions of
Emerging Adulthood (IDEA; Reifman et al., 2007). The IDEA is a 31-item self-report inventory
measuring individual differences in self-identification with processes of emerging adulthood.
The subscales of the inventory coincide with the five features of emerging adulthood proposed
by Arnett (2004): identity exploration (7-items; “Is this period of your life a time of seeking a
new sense of meaning?”), optimism about possibilities (5-items; “Is this period of your life a
time of many possibilities?”), instability (7-items; “Is this period of your life a time of
instability?”), self-focus (6-items; “Is this period of your life a time of self-sufficiency?”), and
feeling in-between (3-items; “Is this period of your life a time of gradually becoming an adult?”),
with the addition of an other-focused subscale (3-items; “Is this period of your life a time of
responsibility for others?”) to serve as a counterpoint to self-focus (Reifman et al., 2007).
Although not one of Arnett’s five features, the other-focused subscale was added because this
was determined to be distinctly different from self-focus, rather than the same construct (Syed &
Mitchell, 2016). Participants were also asked to think of a roughly 5-year period, with the present
in the middle, and report the degree to which each statement describes their experience using a 4point scale of strongly disagree (1), somewhat disagree (2), somewhat agree (3), and strongly
agree (4). Statements include “Is this time in your life a time of finding out who you are?” and
“Is this time in your life a time of instability?” Each subscale is scored by averaging the
responses for the items, with higher average scores indicating higher experience of the emerging
adulthood dimension. The current study found good reliability for the subscales (α = .68-.81).
These authors also found that 18 to 23-year-old individuals tended to score higher in the
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subscales than individuals in other age groups, suggesting that the dimensions are uniquely
prevalent in emerging adulthood.
Anxiety
To measure the anxiety symptoms of participants, the Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI;
Beck et al., 1988) was used. The BAI is a 21-item self-report inventory used to measure common
symptoms of anxiety. The participant is asked to rate how much he or she has been bothered by
each symptom over the past week on a 4-point scale. Response options range from 0 (not at all)
to 3 (severely - I could barely stand it). Items include “hands trembling,” fear of losing control,”
and “unable to relax.” The total score is the sum of all items with a total possible score range
from 0 to 63, and higher scores indicate higher anxiety. The current study found a high internal
consistency of α = .95.
Differentiation of Self
Differentiation of self, as defined by Bowen (1978), was measured using the
Differentiation of Self Inventory-Revised (DSI-R; Skowron & Schmitt, 2003), developed from
the Differentiation of Self Inventory (DSI) and created by Skowron and Friedlander (1998). The
DSI-R consists of 46 items divided into 4 subscales: Emotional Reactivity (11 items; “I feel
things more intensely than others do.”), Fusion with Others (12 items; “I feel it’s important to
hear my parents’ opinions before making decisions.”), I-Position (12 items; “I usually do what I
believe is right regardless of what others say.”), and Emotional Cutoff (11 items; “Our
relationship might be better off if my spouse/partner would give me the space I need.”).
Respondents are asked to report how well each item describes them on a scale of 1 (not at all) to
6 (very). The total scale score, which was used for the purposes of this study, is found by
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computing the average of all item scores, with a higher score indicating greater differentiation of
self. Each subscale is scored by averaging the scores of the items in that subscale, with higher
scores indicating less emotional reactivity, less fusion with others, greater ability to take “I”
positions, and less emotional cutoff. The current study found high internal consistency reliability
for the full DSI-R scale (α = .94).
Social Comparison Orientation using Social Media
Social comparison orientation, or tendency to compare one’s own opinions and abilities
to those of others, was measured using the Iowa-Netherlands Comparison Orientation Measure
(INCOM; Gibbons & Buunk, 1999; Shneider & Schupp, 2014). Specifically, this study used a
version of this scale adapted by Yang et al. (2018) for social media comparisons. As developed
by Gibbons and Buunk (1999), INCOM is an 11-item self-report inventory measuring two
dimensions of social comparison orientation, comparisons of abilities and comparisons of
opinions (e.g., feelings). In the revision created by Yang et al. (2018), the same items were used,
with “when using social media” added to the wording. The INCOM asks participants to respond
to statements about their self-comparisons to others using a 5-point scale ranging from strongly
disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Items include “I often compare myself to others with respect
to what I have accomplished in life” and “I often try to find out what others think who face
similar problems as I face.” For each comparison dimension, a reverse-coded item is included as
a control item for acquiescence bias, or desire to choose affirmative or agreeable response
options more frequently (Cozby & Bates, 2012). The current study found strong internal
consistency (α = .84).

39

CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
In this chapter, the results of the statistical analyses are summarized. Data were cleaned
and analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 26. This study aimed to investigate the
relationships between Arnett’s (2004) features of emerging adulthood (i.e., identity exploration,
optimism about possibilities, instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between) and anxiety
symptoms, as well as whether differentiation of self and social comparison orientation using
social media moderated these relationships. The emerging adulthood features were the primary
predictor variables with anxiety as the outcome variable. Several control variables (i.e., age, sex,
race, financial independence, and total number of transitions) were also included in moderation
analyses. The analysis process consisted of descriptive statistics, bivariate correlations, mean
comparisons (t-tests), and regression-based moderation analyses.
Participant Characteristics
The total responses to the survey included 607 participants. However, 9 participants only
completed the first few questions and were removed from the sample. The final sample for this
study consisted of 598 participants ranging from age 18 to 25 (M = 20.62, SD = 1.67). The
number of cases varied for each moderation analyses, as missing cases were removed listwise
(see Moderation Analyses section). The majority of participants were female (n = 533, 89.1%),
with 64 males (10.7%), and 1 participant identifying as non-binary (0.2%). The majority of
participants was White (81.6%). Participants also identified as being Black or African American
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(15.9%), Hispanic or Latino (3.8%), American Indian or Alaska Native (0.2%), Asian (0.7%),
and Other (1.7%). For the analyses, race was dichotomized into White and non-White. Of the
565 participants who reported being currently in school, 90.3% were attending a 4-year college.
Only 2 participants in the sample had completed high school diploma or GED as their highest
level of education. The sample contained almost equal numbers of employed (44.1%) and
unemployed (55.4%) participants, with 81.8% of those employed working part-time. Of those
employed, 84.1% reported individual incomes of less than $20,000 per year, including 51.5%
reporting less than $5,000 per year. However, 50.2% of the total participants reported currently
living with one or both of their parents and 70.9% reported having most or all of their expenses
paid by their parents. For social media, 70.2% of participants reported having 4 or more social
media accounts, with Instagram and Snapchat reported as the most frequently used social media
sites out of Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and YouTube.
Descriptive Analyses of Study Variables
Descriptive analyses results can be found in Table 1. For the outcome variable, anxiety
(M = 20.04, SD = 14.49), the mean falls within the range (19-29) for moderate to severe anxiety
(Julian, 2011). Moderate to high scores were shown across all five of the emerging adulthood
features: identity exploration (M = 3.54, SD = .43), optimism (M = 3.43, SD = .43), instability (M
= 3.12, SD = .53), self-focus (M = 3.49, SD = .41), and feeling in-between (M = 3.52, SD = .54).
Instability had the lowest mean score of the five features. Participants also reported a mean of
4.78 (SD = 3.13) transitions over the last 2 years, including changes in relationship status,
roommates, jobs, and address of residency. Differentiation of self had a mean score of 3.72 (SD
= .64), and social comparison orientation had a mean score of 3.44 (SD = .73).
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Table 1

Means, standard deviations, and ranges of study variables
Total

Male

Female

White

Non-White

(n = 64)

(n = 533)

(n = 488)

(n = 109)

M

SD

Range

n

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

Anxiety

20.04

14.49

0-63

567

16.40a

13.60

20.44a

14.55

20.75b

14.75

16.72b

12.85

Financial Independence

2.31

1.27

1-5

592

2.89a

1.35

2.24a

1.24

2.21b

1.23

2.72b

1.34

b

b

Number of Transitions

4.78

3.13

0-16

478

4.46

3.08

4.81

3.14

5.03

3.13

3.70

2.87

Identity Exploration

3.54

.43

1-4

587

3.49

.43

3.59

.37

3.57

.37

3.62

.40

Optimism

3.43

.43

1-4

591

3.48

.44

3.49

.43

3.50

.42

3.47

.47

Instability

3.12

.53

1.29-4

586

3.05

.56

3.15

.48

3.14

.49

3.14

.51

Self-Focus

3.49

.41

1-4

590

3.52

.36

3.53

.35

3.52

.35

3.56

.36

Feeling In-Between

3.52

.54

1-4

592

3.41a

.46

3.61a

.41

3.59

.41

3.59

.46

581

a

.72

a

.63

b

.64

b

.61

b

.74

Differentiation of Self
SCO-SM

3.72
3.44

.64
.73

1.76-5.28
.71-5

578

3.89

3.33

.64

3.70

3.49

.68

3.67

b

3.54

.64

3.94
3.17

Note: SCO-SM = social comparison orientation using social media. a Denotes a statistical difference in the means between male and
female groups. b Denotes a statistical difference in the means between White and non-White groups.
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Mean Comparisons: Research Question 1
Research question 1 stated, “What differences exist, if any, in how different demographic
groups (i.e., sex and race) experience emerging adulthood (i.e., emerging adulthood features,
number of transitions), as well as anxiety, differentiation of self, and social comparison
orientation using social media?” To address this question, independent sample t-tests were
conducted to test for significant differences between males (n = 64) and females (n = 533) and
between racial groups. One participant, identifying as non-binary, was removed from this
analysis. Due to low numbers of participants identifying as races other than White, the race
variable was dichotomized into White (n = 488) and non-White (n = 109).
For sex, there was a significant mean difference (t(564) = -2.02, p = .044), with females
reporting higher anxiety. A significant group difference was also found for feeling in-between
(t(563) = -3.62, p = .048), as females reported higher experiences of feeling in-between
compared to males. No other significant differences were found between males and females in
regard to the emerging adulthood features. However, a significant difference was found by sex
for differentiation of self (t(578) = 2.19, p = .029), with males reporting higher differentiation of
self. Additionally, a significant mean difference was found by sex for financial independence,
(t(75.18) = 3.66, p < .001), with males scoring higher.
Examining race, a significant mean difference was found (t(564) = 2.54, p = .011) for
anxiety, with Whites reporting higher anxiety. No significant group differences by race were
found for any of the emerging adulthood features. However, differentiation of self showed
significant mean differences were found by race (t(578) = -3.91, p < .001), with non-Whites
reporting higher differentiation of self. Significant racial group differences also existed for social
comparison orientation (t(143.29) = 4.78, p < .001) and number of transitions (t(475) = 3.63, p <
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.001), with Whites reporting higher social comparison orientation and higher number of
transitions. For financial independence, significant mean differences were found by race,
t(152.22) = -3.65, p < .001, with non-Whites reporting higher financial independence.
Correlation Analyses: Research Question 2
Research question 2 was addressed by examining Pearson (two-tailed) correlation
analyses (see Table 2). Research question 2 stated, “Are any of the five emerging adulthood
features (i.e., identity exploration, feelings of optimism about possibilities, instability, self-focus,
and feeling in-between), as well as differentiation of self and social comparison orientation using
social media, associated with emerging adults’ anxiety levels?” Three emerging adulthood
features, identity exploration (r = .14, p = .001), instability (r = .37, p < .001), and feeling inbetween (r = .16, p < .001), showed significant positive correlations with anxiety. Higher
experience of each feature indicated higher anxiety.
Both moderator variables, differentiation of self and social comparison orientation, were
also significantly correlated with anxiety. Higher differentiation of self was associated with
lower anxiety symptoms (r = -.55, p < .001), while higher social comparison orientation was
associated with higher anxiety symptoms (r = .21, p < .001). Correlations were also explored
between both moderator variables and the five emerging adulthood features. Differentiation of
self was negatively correlated with instability (r = -.34, p < .001) and feeling in-between (r = .13, p = .002). Social comparison orientation was positively correlated with identity exploration
(r = .14, p = .001), optimism (r = .14, p = .001), instability (r = .13, p = .003), and feeling inbetween (r = .14, p = .001).
Bivariate correlations were also conducted to examine relationships between several
additional variables (i.e., age, number of transitions, and financial independence) and anxiety.
44

Age was not significantly associated with anxiety (r = -.03, p > .05), but age was negatively
correlated with four emerging adulthood features: identity exploration (r = -.13, p = .002 ),
optimism (r = -.17, p < .001 ), instability (r = -.12, p = .004 ), and self-focus (r = -.15, p < .001).
In other words, increased age was associated with lower levels of identity exploration, optimism,
and instability. Additionally, increased age was associated with higher financial independence (r
= .40, p < .001).
Several significant relationships were found with number of transitions. Number of
transitions showed a significant positive correlation with anxiety (r = .18, p < .001). Also,
number of transitions was significantly, positively correlated with identity exploration (r = .15, p
= .001), optimism (r = .12, p = .009), and instability (r = .13, p = .006). Therefore, number of
transitions was associated with higher anxiety, as well as higher levels of identity exploration,
optimism, and instability.
Financial independence also showed a significant positive association with anxiety (r =
.09, p = .029). Additionally, Financial independence showed significant negative correlations
with optimism (r = -.11, p = .009), feeling in-between (r = -.10, p = .022), and one moderator
variable (social comparison orientation; r = -.09, p = .029). Therefore, higher financial
independence was associated with lower levels of optimism, feeling in-between, and social
comparison orientation. Age, number of transitions, and financial independence were included as
control variables in the moderation analyses (see Moderation Analyses section).
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Table 2

Correlations between all study variables
1

1. Anxiety

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

--

EA Features
2. Identity Exploration

.14**

--

3. Optimism

.06

.49***

--

4. Instability

.37***

.32***

.18***

--

5. Self-Focus

.05

.54***

.55***

.16***

--

.16***

.45***

.27***

.26***

.33***

--

7. Differentiation of Self

-.55***

-.06

.00

-.34***

.08

-.13**

--

8. SCO-SM

.21***

.14**

.14**

.13**

.00

.14**

-.35***

--

9. Age

-.03

-.13**

-.17***

-.12**

-.15***

-.03

.02

-.05

--

10. Sex

.09*

.08

.01

.06

.01

.15***

-.09*

.07

-.11**

--

11. Race
12. Number of Transitions

-.11*

.15

-.03

-.00

.05

.00

.16***

-.22***

.10*

-.10*

--

.18***

.15**

.12**

.13**

.07

.06

-.07

.01

-.06

.03

-.16***

--

13. Financial Independence

.09*

-.06

-.11**

-.03

.01

-.10*

.00

-.09*

.40***

-.16***

.16***

-.01

6. Feeling In-Between
Moderators

Control Variables

EA features= features of emerging adulthood. SCO-SM = social comparison orientation using social media. For sex, 1 = Male, 2 =
Female. For race, 1 = White, 2 = non-White. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .00

46

--

Moderation Analyses: Research Question 3
Research question 3 states " Do differentiation of self and/or social comparison
orientation via social media moderate the relationships between emerging adulthood features and
anxiety?” In response, to this question, hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to test
for moderation effects. Ten separate regression analyses were conducted, testing each emerging
adulthood feature separately with each of the two moderators seperately. A four-step sequence
was used, beginning with entry of the control variables in the first step (i.e., age, sex, race,
financial independence, and number of transitions), the main predictor variables in the second
step (i.e., features of emerging adulthood: identity exploration, optimism, instability, self-focus,
and feeling in-between), moderators (i.e., differentiation of self and social comparison
orientation) in the third step, and the interactions between the main predictor variables and the
moderating variables (e.g., identity exploration x differentiation of self) in the fourth step. The
predictor and moderator variables were centered prior to analysis, by subtracting the sample
mean from each participant’s scores on each variable. Mean-centering reduces the likelihood of
multicollinearity, which can be a concern in moderated regression analyses. Significant main
effects and interaction effects are reported in this section, with full moderation models provided
in Tables 3-13.
Emerging Adulthood Features x Differentiation of Self
The first five moderation analyses examined whether differentiation of self moderated the
relationships between anxiety and each of the emerging adulthood features (i.e., identity
exploration, optimism, instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between). In the first model, using
identity exploration as the predictor variable entered in step 2, the moderation effect (i.e., identity
exploration x differentiation of self) was not significant (See Table 3, Model 4). However, the
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main effects (i.e., identity exploration and differentiation of self) were significant, with higher
levels of identity exploration predicting higher anxiety (β = .095, SE = 1.584, B = -12.752, p =
.018), and higher differentiation of self predicting lower anxiety (β = -.555, SE = .909, B = 12.752, p < .001).
In the second model, using possibilities/optimism, the moderation effect (i.e., optimism x
differentiation of self) was also not significant (See Table 4, Model 4). The main effect of
optimism was also not related significantly to anxiety. However, there was a significant main
effect of differentiation of self on anxiety, such that higher differentiation of self was associated
with lower anxiety (β = -.547, SE = .910, B = -12.471, p < .001).
In the third model, using instability, the moderation effect (i.e., instability x
differentiation of self) was not significant (See Table 5, Model 4). Both predictors did show
significant main effects, such that higher levels of instability were associated with higher anxiety
(β = .195, SE = 1.252, B = 5.776, p < .001), and higher differentiation of self was associated with
lower anxiety (β = -.475, SE = .980, B = -11.004, p < .001).
In the fourth model, using self-focus, the moderation effect (i.e., self-focus x
differentiation of self) was not significant (See Table 6, Model 4). Again, a main effect was
found for differentiation of self, as higher differentiation of self was associated with lower
anxiety (β = -.553, SE = .908, B = -12.621, p < .001).
For the fifth and final model using differentiation of self as a moderator, feeling inbetween was used as the primary predictor variable. The moderation effect (i.e., feeling inbetween x differentiation of self) was not significant (See Table 7, Model 4). However, there
were significant main effects, as higher levels of feeling in-between were associated with higher
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anxiety (β = .125, SE = 1.411, B = 4.320, p = .002) and higher differentiation of self was
associated with lower anxiety (β = -.516, SE = .960, B = -11.987, p < .001).
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Table 3

Moderated Regression Analysis of Identity Exploration x Differentiation of Self on Anxiety
Model 1

Variable

B

Model 2

SE B

β

B

SE B

Model 3
β

B

Model 4

SE B

β

B

SE B

β

Age (in years)

-.313

.452

-.036

-.144

.454

-.016

-.325

.374

-.037

-.318

.375

-.036

Sex

3.027

2.413

.060

2.855

2.397

.057

.812

1.982

.016

.845

1.984

.017

Race

-3.645

1.881

-.094

-4.144

1.877

-.107*

-.916

1.564

-.024

-.960

1.568

-.025

Financial Independence

1.384

.605

.120*

1.443

.601

.125*

1.124

.496

.097*

1.116

.496

.097*

Number of Transitions

.845

.229

.177***

.735

.231

.154**

.643

.191

.135**

.650

.191

.136**

5.083

1.916

3.764

1.582

.095*

3.756

1.584

.095*

-12.777

.907

-.556***

-12.752

.909

-.555***

-1.258

2.390

-.021

Identity Exploration
Differentiation of Self

.129**

Identity Exploration x
Differentiation of Self
R2

.060

.076

.373

.374

F for change in R2

5.381***

7.040**

198.454***

.277

Note. Identity Exploration and Differentiation of Self were centered at their means. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 4

Moderated Regression Analysis of Optimism x Differentiation of Self on Anxiety
Model 1

Variable

B

Model 2

SE B

β

B

Model 3

SE B

β

B

Model 4

SE B

β

B

SE B

β

Age (in years)

-.237

.449

-.027

-.176

.454

-.020

-.302

.377

-.034

-.303

.378

-.034

Sex

2.568

2.384

.052

2.710

2.389

.054

.939

1.989

.019

.930

1.993

.019

Race

-3.518

1.851

-.092

-3.510

1.852

-.092

-.694

1.552

-.018

-.704

1.557

-.018

Financial Independence

1.428

.600

.123*

1.480

.602

.128*

1.230

.501

.106*

1.235

.504

.106*

Number of transitions

.870

.226

.185***

.842

.228

.179***

.732

.189

.156***

.732

.190

.156***

1.566

1.618

.047

1.573

1.345

.047

1.569

1.347

.047

-12.476

.908

-.547***

-12.471

.910

-.547***

-.216

1.976

-.004

Optimism
Differentiation of Self
Optimism x Differentiation of
Self
R2

.063

.065

.356

.356

F for change in R2

5.660***

.937

188.865***

.012

Note. Optimism and Differentiation of Self were centered at their means. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 5

Moderated Regression Analysis of Instability x Differentiation of Self on Anxiety
Model 1

Variable

B

Model 2

SE B

β

B

SE B

Model 3
β

B

Model 4

SE B

β

B

SE B

β

Age (in years)

-.549

.453

-.062

-.177

.424

-.020

-.424

.372

-.048

-.436

.376

-.049

Sex

4.096

2.392

.082

3.072

2.225

.061

1.224

1.957

.024

1.275

1.971

.025

Race

-3.711

1.869

-.096*

-3.454

1.737

-.089*

-.986

1.537

-.026

-1.005

1.541

-.026

Financial Independence

1.571

.600

.135**

1.493

.558

.128**

1.093

.490

.094*

1.094

.491

.094*

Number of Transitions

.753

.225

.160**

.542

.210

.115*

.569

.184

.121**

.568

.185

.121**

10.899

1.320

.368***

5.743

1.243

.194***

5.776

1.252

.195***

-11.028

.974

-.476***

-11.004

.980

-.475***

-.417

1.771

-.009

Instability
Differentiation of Self
Instability x Differentiation of
Self
R2

.061

.192

.381

.381

F for change in R2

5.497***

68.187***

128.233***

.055

Note. Instability and Differentiation of Self were centered at their means. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 6

Moderated Regression Analysis of Self-Focus x Differentiation of Self on Anxiety
Model 1

Variable

B

Model 2

SE B

β

B

Model 3

SE B

β

B

Model 4

SE B

β

B

SE B

β

Age (in years)

-.395

.453

-.045

-.343

.458

-.039

-.435

.379

-.049

-.435

.380

-.049

Sex

2.561

2.403

.051

2.579

2.405

.051

.507

1.997

.010

.441

2.002

.009

Race

-3.460

1.866

-.090

-3.573

1.873

-.093

-.665

1.565

-.017

-.650

1.566

-.017

Financial Independence

1.401

.601

.121*

1.397

.601

.120*

1.160

.498

.100*

1.153

.499

.099*

Number of Transitions

.877

.228

.185***

.863

.229

.182***

.718

.190

.151***

.714

.190

.150***

1.552

2.003

.037

2.452

1.660

.059

2.581

1.677

.062

-12.621

.908

-.553***

-12.621

.908

-.553***

1.419

2.510

.022

Self-Focus
Differentiation of Self
Self-Focus x Differentiation of
Self
R2

.062

.064

.359

.360

F for change in R2

5.605***

.600

193.327***

.319

Note. Self-Focus and Differentiation of Self were centered at their means. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 7

Moderated Regression Analysis of Feeling In-Between x Differentiation of Self on Anxiety
Model 1

Variable

B

Model 2

SE B

β

B

SE B

Model 3
β

B

Model 4

SE B

β

B

SE B

β

Age (in years)

-.243

.460

-.027

-.219

.451

-.024

-.416

.384

-.046

-.418

.384

-.046

Sex

3.590

2.356

.074

2.391

2.330

.049

.458

1.985

.009

.570

2.000

.012

Race

-4.116

1.875

-.108*

-4.422

1.841

-.116*

-1.130

1.586

-.030

-1.061

1.594

-.028

Financial Independence

1.552

.620

.130*

1.772

.611

.148**

1.211

.521

.101*

1.187

.524

.099*

Number of Transitions

.784

.226

.168**

.723

.222

.154**

.658

.189

.141**

.658

.189

.141**

6.761

1.643

.195***

4.351

1.409

.126**

4.320

1.411

.125**

-12.046

.951

-.518***

-11.987

.960

-.516***

-1.105

2.236

-.020

Feeling In-Between
Differentiation of Self
Feeling In-Between x
Differentiation of Self
R2

.063

.100

.352

.353

F for change in R2

5.586***

16.933***

160.286***

.244

Note. Feeling In-Between and Differentiation of Self were centered at their means. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Emerging Adulthood Features x Social Comparison Orientation using Social Media
The next five moderation analyses examined whether social comparison orientation
moderated the relationships between anxiety and each of the emerging adulthood features (i.e.,
identity exploration, optimism, instability, self-focus, and feeling in-between). In the first model,
using identity exploration as the predictor variable entered in step 2, the moderation effect (i.e.,
identity exploration x social comparison orientation) was not significant (See Table 8, Model 4).
However, there was a significant main effect of social comparison orientation on anxiety, such
that higher social comparison orientation was associated with higher anxiety (β = .246, SE =
1.032, B = 4.320, p < .001).
For the second model, using optimism, there was a significant moderation effect (i.e.,
optimism x social comparison orientation; β = .103, SE = 2.120, B = 4.613, p < .030; See Table
9, Model 4)). The full model with the interaction term explained 13% of the variance in anxiety.
The plot in Figure 2 displays the results of this moderation effect. The plot indicates that
emerging adults with low social comparison orientation tend to experience lower anxiety as
optimism increases. However, emerging adults with high social comparison orientation tend to
experience higher anxiety as optimism increases. When emerging adults have a moderate level of
social comparison orientation, there is not much change in their anxiety as their optimism
increases or decreases. Social comparison orientation also showed a significant main effect, such
that higher social comparison orientation was associated with higher anxiety (β = .262, SE =
1.019, B =5.488, p < .001).
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Figure 2

Moderation plot of Social Comparison Orientation on Optimism

SCO-SM = social comparison orientation using social media.
The third moderation model utilized instability as the predictor added in step 2. Although
the moderation effect (i.e., instability x social comparison orientation) for this model was not
significant (See Table 10, Model 4), there were significant main effects for instability (β = .164,
SE = .982, B = 3.509, p < .001), and social comparison orientation (β = .339, SE = 1.327, B =
9.865, p < .001). Higher levels of instability and social comparison orientation using social
media were each associated with higher anxiety.
For the fourth moderation model, using self-focus, the moderation effect (i.e., self-focus
x social comparison orientation) was not significant (See Table 11, Model 4). A significant main
effect was found for social comparison orientation, such that higher social comparison
orientation was associated with higher anxiety (β = .256, SE = 1.013, B = 5.401, p < .001).
For the fifth and final moderation model, with feeling in-between as the primary predictor
and social comparison orientation as the chosen moderator, the moderation effect (i.e., feeling inbetween x social comparison orientation) was not significant (See Table 12, Model 4). However,
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there were significant main effects for both feeling in-between (β = .163, SE = 1.661, B = 5.607,
p = .001) and social comparison orientation (β = .203, SE = 1.045, B = 4.324, p < .001). Higher
feeling in-between and higher social comparison orientation were each associated with higher
anxiety.
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Table 8

Moderated Regression Analysis of Identity Exploration x Social Comparison Orientation on Anxiety
Model 1

Variable

B

Model 2

SE B

β

B

SE B

Model 3
β

B

Model 4

SE B

β

B

SE B

β

Age (in years)

-.445

.449

-.052

-.281

.451

-.033

-.282

.439

-.033

-.275

.439

-.032

Sex

2.883

2.363

.059

2.667

2.350

.055

2.675

2.283

.055

2.755

2.285

.057

Race

-3.476

1.844

-.093

-3.893

1.840

-.104*

-1.561

1.846

-.042

-1.543

1.846

-.041

Financial Independence

1.676

.600

.149**

1.722

.596

.153**

1.886

.580

.167**

1.914

.581

.170**

Number of transitions

.719

.231

.151**

.618

.233

.130**

.704

.227

.148**

.715

.228

.150**

4.744

1.902

.122*

3.231

1.872

.083

3.223

1.872

.083

5.215

1.032

.244***

5.242

1.032

.246***

2.290

2.558

.041

Identity Exploration
SCO-SM
Identity Exploration x SCO-SM
R2

.056

.070

.124

.126

F for change in R2

4.875***

6.220*

25.558***

.801

Note. SCO-SM = social comparison orientation using social media. Identity Exploration and SCO-SM were centered at their means.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 9

Moderated Regression Analysis of Optimism/Possibilities x Social Comparison Orientation on Anxiety
Model 1

Variable

B

Model 2

SE B

β

B

SE B

Model 3
β

B

Model 4

SE B

β

B

SE B

β

Age (in years)

-.367

.448

-.042

-.313

.453

-.036

-.309

.439

-.036

-.281

.437

-.032

Sex

2.476

2.359

.051

2.590

2.364

.053

2.605

2.293

.053

2.500

2.283

.051

Race

-3.381

1.823

-.091

-3.374

1.824

-.091

-1.221

1.816

-.033

-1.285

1.808

-.035

Financial Independence

1.723

.595

.152**

1.761

.597

.156**

1.927

.580

.170**

1.967

.578

.174**

Number of transitions

.745

.228

.159**

.721

.230

.154**

.806

.223

.172***

.780

.223

.166**

1.289

1.610

.039

-.206

1.588

-.006

.383

1.603

.012

5.317

1.020

.254***

5.488

1.019

.262***

4.613

2.120

.103*

Optimism
SCO-SM
Optimism x SCO-SM
R2

.058

.060

.118

.128

F for change in R2

5.126***

.641

27.147***

4.737*

Note. SCO-SM = social comparison orientation using social media. Optimism and SCO-SM were centered at their means. *p < .05.
**p < .01. ***p < .001.

59

Table 10

Moderated Regression Analysis of Instability x Social Comparison Orientation on Anxiety
Model 1

Variable

B

Model 2

SE B

β

B

SE B

Model 3
β

B

Model 4

SE B

β

B

SE B

β

Age (in years)

-.691

.452

-.079

-.310

.423

-.036

-.299

.417

-.034

-.302

.417

-.035

Sex

4.008

2.365

.082

2.882

2.206

.059

3.063

2.175

.062

3.149

2.176

.064

Race

-3.606

1.840

-.096

-3.354

1.713

-.089

-1.926

1.735

-.051

-1.974

1.735

-.052

Financial Independence

1.871

.595

.165**

1.718

.554

.151**

1.802

.547

.159**

1.775

.548

.157**

Number of transitions

.626

.227

.134**

.449

.212

.096*

.494

.209

.106*

.504

.210

.108*

10.580

1.311

.363***

9.676

1.317

.332***

9.865

1.327

.339***

3.518

.982

.164***

3.509

.982

.164***

2.307

2.041

.050

Instability
SCO-SM
Instability x SCO-SM
R2

.058

.186

.211

.213

F for change in R2

5.136***

65.098***

12.825***

1.278

Note. SCO-SM = social comparison orientation using social media. Instability and SCO-SM were centered at their means. *p < .05.
**p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 11

Moderated Regression Analysis of Self-Focus x Social Comparison Orientation on Anxiety
Model 1

Variable

B

Model 2

SE B

β

B

SE B

Model 3
β

B

Model 4

SE B

β

B

SE B

β

Age (in years)

-.530

.451

-.061

-.473

.457

-.054

-.432

.443

-.050

-.453

.442

-.052

Sex

2.463

2.379

.050

2.471

2.380

.050

2.372

2.304

.048

2.404

2.301

.049

Race

-3.326

1.838

-.089

-3.408

1.842

-.091

-1.005

1.839

-.027

-.910

1.838

-.024

Financial Independence

1.699

.597

.150**

1.681

.597

.149**

1.861

.579

.164**

1.917

.580

.169**

Number of transitions

.751

.230

.159**

.738

.231

.156**

.813

.224

.172***

.793

.224

.167***

1.604

1.999

.039

1.186

1.937

.029

1.137

1.935

.028

5.409

1.014

.256***

5.401

1.013

.256***

4.006

2.739

.068

Self-focus
SCO-SM
Self-focus x SCO-SM
R2

.058

.059

.120

.125

F for change in R2

5.082***

.644

28.438***

2.139

Note. SCO-SM = social comparison orientation using social media. Self-focus and SCO-SM were centered at their means. *p < .05.
**p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 12

Moderated Regression Analysis of Feeling In-Between x Social Comparison Orientation on Anxiety
Model 1

Variable

B

Model 2

SE B

β

B

SE B

Model 3
β

B

Model 4

SE B

β

B

SE B

β

Age (in years)

-.388

.458

-.044

-.342

.450

-.039

-.287

.441

-.032

-.295

.441

Sex

3.454

2.333

.072

2.240

2.311

.047

2.447

2.265

.051

2.416

2.265

.051

Race

-3.942

1.850

-.106*

-4.112

1.817

-.111*

-2.135

1.842

-.057

-2.066

1.843

-.056

Financial Independence

1.823

.619

.155**

2.002

.609

.171**

2.083

.597

.177**

2.053

.598

.175**

Number of Transitions

.669

.229

.143**

.600

.225

.128**

.655

.221

.140**

.661

.221

.141**

6.639

1.657

.193***

5.409

1.650

.157**

5.607

1.661

.163**

4.386

1.043

.206***

4.324

Feeling In-Between
SCO-SM
Feeling In-Between x SCO-SM

2.470

R2

.059

.095

.133

.135

F for change in R2

5.095***

16.049***

17.689***

1.075

1.045
2.382

-.033

.203***
.049

Note. SCO-SM = social comparison orientation using social media. Feeling In-Between and SCO-SM were centered at their means.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
Discussion of Findings
The current study aimed to investigate the components of the emerging adulthood
experience, which may be associated with anxiety symptoms, as well as to explore factors (i.e.,
differentiation of self and social comparison orientation using social media), which may intensify
or lessen anxiety symptoms. Previous research has shown both differentiation of self (Lampis et
al., 2020) and social comparison orientation (McCarthy & Morina, 2020) to be connected to
mental health. Social media is one method by which social comparison orientation can occur,
with implications for anxiety such as increased symptoms (Reer et al., 2019). Additionally,
anxiety is the top concern among the emerging adulthood age group (Center for Collegiate
Mental Health, 2019; LeViness et al., 2020), with implications for social functioning, such as
avoidance of social interactions (Kashdan et al., 2014), and physical health, such as
cardiovascular disease (Smoller et al., 2007; Yohannes et al., 2000). The current study offers a
unique contribution to the literature by examining how the specific features of emerging
adulthood, as identified by Arnett (2004), are related to anxiety, with attention to the effects of
differentiation of self and social comparison orientation on those relationships.
Demographic Differences within Emerging Adulthood
Among the five emerging adulthood features, only feeling in-between was found to have
a significant difference by sex, with females reporting higher feeling in-between than males.
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This difference is supported by previous research indicating that men are more likely to consider
themselves as adults than women (Sirsch et al., 2009). Additionally, women may perceive
different adulthood markers than men, such as relational maturity (Nelson et al., 2007), which
could take time to develop and recognize, especially if they are not as differentiated from others
as was found in the current study. For example, individuals with lower differentiation may have
more difficulty managing conflicts in their relationships (Crossno, 2011).
No significant differences were found by race (i.e., Whites versus non-Whites) when
examining scores on the emerging adulthood features. Of note, this could be due to the
combination of races (i.e., Black or African American, American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian,
and Other) included within the non-White group. For example, previous research has indicated
that Asian Americans and Whites are more similar in degree of transitions during emerging
adulthood compared to Black or African Americans (Syed & Mitchell, 2016). It is also possible
that specific aspects of the emerging adulthood years (e.g., reaching adulthood markers), outside
of the five features, are influencing the racial difference in anxiety levels. Future research is
needed to further investigate differences in the emerging adulthood features by race.
Exploring differences in levels of anxiety, females reported significantly higher levels of
anxiety compared to males. This is consistent with previous research finding that women tend to
report higher anxiety than men (McLean et al., 2011). Additionally, Whites reported significantly
higher anxiety than non-Whites. Examining race, previous studies have found contrasting results,
with non-Whites reporting higher anxiety than Whites when looking at middle and high school
age samples (McLaughlin et al., 2007; Osborne, 2001), although continued research is necessary
to explain why. Considering that no differences were found in the emerging adulthood features
by race, it could be that specific aspects of the emerging adulthood years (e.g., reaching
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adulthood markers), outside of the five features, are influencing the racial difference in anxiety
levels.
Examining differentiation of self, males and non-Whites reported significantly higher
levels of differentiation of self compared to females and Whites. Females tend to desire
connections with others more so than men do (Norona et al., 2016). As such, it may be that they
value and depend on others’ influence more than men. Additionally, for women, involvement in
supportive relationships with others has been found to lessen depressive symptoms (Umberson et
al., 1996), providing a need for connection. However, there is a lack of research exploring why
social support and variables influencing relationship management (e.g., differentiation of self)
may impact men and women differently. Future research is also needed to investigate the
difference in differentiation of self between Whites and non-Whites, while this finding may be
influenced by the multiple racial groups included within the non-White group.
However, with this idea in mind, it seems interesting that no significant difference in
social comparison orientation was found between men and women. Wang et al. (2017) also
found no significant difference in social comparison orientation between men and women, even
when women were more likely to engage in passive social media use, although no potential
explanations were provided. For social comparison orientation via social media, Whites reported
significantly higher scores than non-Whites. This may be explained by higher value placed on
interdependence by non-Whites (Arnett, 2003; Hunter & Joseph, 2010), possibly creating less
inclination to competitively compare. Individuals who place higher value on interdependence
may have a less competitive view when it comes to evaluating others’ lives and accomplishments
(Arnett, 2003).
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Emerging Adulthood Features and Anxiety
The results of this study suggest that three features of emerging adulthood (i.e., identity
exploration, instability, and feeling in-between) contribute to anxiety symptoms. Higher
experience of each of these features was associated with higher anxiety symptoms. For identity
exploration, this finding supports previous research, which has shown the process of identity
exploration to be a predictor of mental health symptoms, such as anxiety and depression
(Schwartz et al., 2009), as well as self-doubt and confusion (Kidwell et al., 1995). Although
exploration of options and ideas is beneficial for overall well-being and development (Schwartz,
2016), the exploration and decision-making process seems to also result in increased mental
health challenges. Identity exploration may include a lack of direction and feelings of
aimlessness as emerging adults try to figure out their interests, goals, and values, which is also
consistent with Erikson’s (1968) explanation of the identity versus role confusion crisis. As they
start to resolve their exploration and confusion, forming more identity commitments, it is
possible that their anxiety symptoms lessen, as suggested by Schwartz et al. (2009).
Additionally, in this study instability was found to have a positive relationship with
anxiety symptoms. This was anticipated based on research describing the stress and uncertainty
of frequent changes (Arnett, 2015; Brammer, 1992). As emerging adults explore their options
and transition into adulthood, they may be adjusting their plans and find themselves in unfamiliar
situations (Brammer, 1992), leading to increased fear and anxiety about their foreseeable future
and potential outcomes. Considering the large number of college students in this sample, it is
likely that the college environment presents many differences from individuals’ home
environments, with less stability in terms of relationships, jobs, and residency. Losing
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consistency and familiarity in each of these areas may cause one to feel a lack of security and
assurance.
Feeling in-between describes the perception of oneself as having not yet reached
adulthood, while having more independence and autonomy than a child or adolescent (Arnett,
2015). Although adulthood achievement can also be measured by specific markers (e.g., career
progress, marriage), this specific variable referred to self-perceptions regarding achieved
adulthood status, which indicated a high level of feeling in-between for the current sample. As
determined in previous research, feeling “in-between” for an extended period of time can
negatively impact well-being (Nelson, 2009). Individuals experiencing a prolonged sense of
feeling in-between may be experiencing higher uncertainty in regard to what they should have
accomplished by this point in their lives.
Each of the three emerging adulthood features (i.e., identity exploration, instability, and
feeling in-between) associated with higher anxiety involve a common theme of change. Each of
these features describe a perception of transition into something new, and the choices and
adjustments that can accompany transition. It is not uncommon for individuals to experience fear
when faced with changes. Many individuals perceive change as a threat to their norm and what is
comfortable to them (Castelnuovo‐Tedesco, 1989). When people are uncertain of what will
happen next, they may experience more anxiety as they anticipate discomfort.
In contrast, optimism and self-focus are not as specific to experiences of change.
Optimism, as conceptualized by Arnett (2004), is focused on possibilities for the future rather
than coping with present changes and decisions. It seems interesting that optimism, more
specifically described as optimism about one’s possibilities, is not associated with lower anxiety.
This finding seems to indicate that there are other factors weighing on emerging adults’ mental
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health more heavily than their perception of possibilities for their lives. There may also be some
polarization in how this feature is perceived. For example, it may benefit one’s mental health to
feel optimistic about the future, while simultaneously produce anxiety when one has many
options but no clarity or commitment.
The feature of self-focus may be important for emerging adults as they navigate their
exploration and transition into adulthood roles. However, self-focus does not appear necessarily
protective against anxiety, as it had no significant relationship, either positive or negative. Selffocus does not indicate change as identity exploration, instability, and feeling in-between do, but
rather emerging adults’ mindset as they are experiencing their changes and transitions.
Although not included as one of Arnett’s (2004) emerging adulthood features, the current
study also measured the number of transitions each participant had experienced over the past 2
years. Higher number of transitions was associated with higher anxiety. This association may
provide additional insight regarding how many transitions have actually been experienced,
versus the perception that this stage of their life is one of identity exploration and instability. As
higher identity exploration and instability were found to be associated with higher anxiety, it is
not surprising that higher number of transitions was associated with higher anxiety, as well as
associated with identity exploration and instability. Number of transitions is another variable
characterized by changes and adjustments, but one that is measured objectively. Because of this
objectivity, number of transitions can clearly indicate instability over time, more so than a
subjective measure of stress or instability.
However, it is interesting that higher number of transitions was also associated with
higher optimism, which is one of the features not associated with anxiety. It is possible
individuals who have experienced more transitions have increased awareness of their
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possibilities and options. Exploration and awareness of options, before committing, can have
positive implications for functioning, such as increased adaptability (Schwartz et al., 2011).
Another explanation could be that those who have already overcome more transitions have more
confidence regarding their ability to manage changes and decisions, giving them a more
optimistic outlook on possibilities.
Relational Factors and Anxiety in Emerging Adulthood
The study findings indicated that both relational factors, differentiation of self and social
comparison orientation using social media, were associated with anxiety symptoms, although in
different directions. Higher differentiation of self predicted lower anxiety symptoms. This
finding is consistent with previous research indicating that differentiation of self aids individuals
in problem-solving and lowers emotional reactivity to stress (Johnson et al., 2014; Skowron,
2004). Therefore, emerging adults with higher differentiation of self are better able to adjust to
stressful situations and experience lower psychological distress during these situations (Skowron
& Friedlander, 1998). Although anxiety is generally high during emerging adulthood (Center for
Collegiate Mental Health, 2019), differentiation of self may benefit one’s mental health by
providing a tool for managing relationships and societal roles and expectations (Bowen, 1978).
For example, a more differentiated individual trying to decide on a major to study will be better
able to make a logical, autonomous decision, despite pressures from parents and peers.
Additionally, following Bowen’s (1978) theory, differentiation of self allows an individual to
demonstrate an I-position, allowing him/her to think more independently and speak-up for
his/her own opinions and needs. This differentiation of self may be an important skill for
overcoming the numerous transitions that occur during emerging adulthood.
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In contrast, higher social comparison orientation using social media predicted higher
anxiety symptoms in emerging adults. This finding may be due to assumptions of how others are
evaluating them and comparisons to how they believe their life events should be occurring
(McLean & Breen, 2016). The current finding may also be a result of individuals higher in fear
or uncertainty seeking out comparisons on social media (Festinger, 1954; Gibbons, & Buunk,
1999). Emerging adults may seek out information regarding others’ opinions and achievements
as they are facing their own uncertainty. Similarly to differentiation of self, social comparison
orientation using media is a pathway by which relational interactions may influence selfperception and mental health. Emerging adults may become more anxious when they compare
and evaluate themselves to others, especially when engaging in upward comparisons. In other
words, social media is likely depicting a more favorable representation of others than they would
receive in reality. Yet, despite knowing that social media depictions are not always accurate,
emerging adults still engage in these comparisons with others while using social media
platforms.
Social Comparison Orientation using Social Media as an Intensifier of Anxiety
Differentiation of self and social comparison orientation using social media were both
tested as potential moderators on the relationships between the five emerging adulthood features
(i.e., identity exploration, optimism about possibilities, instability, self-focus, and feeling inbetween) and anxiety. Differentiation of self did not moderate any of these five relationships.
This finding was surprising due to previous research showing beneficial impacts of
differentiation of self on psychological functioning during times of stress (Johnson & Buboltz,
2000; Skrowron 2004). It may be that emerging adults struggle with increased autonomy during
these transitional years, and the potential benefits of higher differentiation are counteracted by
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the need for connection with and dependency on their family and peer relationships. However,
additional research may be needed to examine these possibilities, especially considering the
finding of a negative association between differentiation of self and anxiety. Also, other
measures of dependency (e.g., emotional dependency) may be needed, in addition to examining
financial independence, which was not associated with differentiation of self in the current study.
One moderation effect was found for social comparison orientation using social media.
Social comparison orientation using social media acted as a significant moderator on the
relationship between optimism and anxiety. More specifically, emerging adults with low social
comparison orientation using social media experienced lower anxiety as optimism increased.
However, emerging adults with high social comparison orientation using social media
experienced higher anxiety as optimism increased. A possible explanation for this finding is that
focus on comparing oneself to others may cause emerging adults to overlook their opportunities
and options by focusing on their current situation and stressors, and instead experience
heightened anxiety. Another possibility is that increased comparison allows emerging adults to
see increased possibilities and to try out the options they are seeing others pursue, but with these
options, there is an increase in uncertainty and decision-making, which may be stressful.
Individuals tend to fear changes, as change threatens to disrupt their familiar state (Castelnuovo‐
Tedesco, 1989). However, future research is needed to verify these possible explanations.
Overall, the results of this study make several novel contributions to the research
literature. One novel contribution of the current study is the examination of Arnett’s (2004) five
features of emerging adulthood as individual predictors of mental health, specifically anxiety.
This approach differed from previous research, which has primarily examined psychological and
relational functioning within the emerging adulthood years as it relates to other predictors. In
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addition, the finding of social comparison orientation using social media intensifying the
relationship between optimism on anxiety is a new contribution to the existing literature.
Implications of these findings to theory development, practice, and future research will be
addressed in following sections.
Implications
Theory
Arnett’s (2000) theory, in particular, may benefit from the findings of this study as they
provide specific aspects of emerging adulthood, which may be contributing to mental health
outcomes. By observing the effects of the five features, the framework can be used to better
understand the emerging adulthood experience. While it is often suggested that emerging
adulthood is a time of hope and optimism (Arnett & Tanner, 2011), the findings of the current
study suggest it may be more important to consider the challenges (e.g., identity exploration,
instability, and feeling in-between) and risk factors (e.g., social comparison orientation) of this
age, as the challenges may overpower any sense of hope and optimism about the future. The
findings also strengthen Bowen’s (1978) family systems theory by supporting the potential
benefits of differentiation of self, the foundation of the theory, for mental health outcomes, as
higher differentiation of self was associated with lower anxiety symptoms. Similarly, Festinger’s
(1954) theory is strengthened by the application of the theory to social media platforms, as well
as support for the implications of comparison on mental health outcomes. More specifically,
higher social comparison orientation using social media was associated with higher anxiety
symptoms. Also, social comparison orientation using social media moderated the relationship
between optimism and anxiety. These findings indicate that social comparison orientation has
significant impacts on emerging adults’ mental health and how they handle their transitional
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experiences. Additionally, it may be important to consider future development of a theoretical
model for the emerging adult age group, which includes potential risk factors (e.g., identity
exploration, instability, feeling in-between, social comparison orientation using social media)
and strengths (e.g., differentiation of self) unique to these transitional years of life.
Practice
Multiple professionals, including those in clinical and educational settings, will likely
find themselves interacting with emerging adults on a frequent basis. Therefore, it is important
for these professionals to understand the needs of this population and incorporate strategies and
efforts that are appropriate for their unique needs. For clinicians, awareness of specific
contributors to anxiety (i.e., identity exploration, instability, and feeling in-between) is helpful in
investigating problem origins, developing treatment plans, and providing resources (Crossno,
2011). For example, normalization of these experiences may help to lessen an individual’s
concerns. Additionally, techniques, such as externalizing anxiety (Leslie, 2011) and identifying
problematic thoughts (Cluxton-Keller, 2011), may more easily be done if the anxiety can be
viewed in the context of these emerging adulthood features. To increase awareness of identity
exploration, feelings of optimism about possibilities, instability, self-focus, and feeling inbetween, preliminary assessments measuring these features among clients may be necessary.
Understanding the risk of social comparison orientation using social media can also provide a
point of intervention, in which the clinician may guide the client in unpacking their desire for
comparison. For this reason, it may also be beneficial to include assessments of clients’ social
comparison orientation and/or social media use.
For educational professionals, the current study provides further insight into the
challenges that many college students may be facing, while trying to perform academically. For
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example, heightened anxiety may increase likeliness of absence from classes (Wittchen et al.,
2000). Further, educational settings typically provide resources for students to aid in career
development and identify career options. Understanding the mental health outcomes, such as
increased anxiety, associated with exploration of opportunities and transitions into adult
commitments can inform how services and resources are made available and when. For example,
it may be especially important to engage peers in support groups where they can process their
transitional experiences with others. Additionally, it may be helpful to ensure these support
groups are accessible to students beginning early in their emerging adulthood years, as a
preventative approach towards lessening the impact of anxiety symptoms. It may also be
important to provide opportunities for structure and consistent relationships with faculty when
possible, to help ease the degree of instability and frequent transition. These opportunities could
involve gatherings or events for students to meet faculty members outside of class at various
points throughout the semester, so that the faculty members become familiar and approachable to
the students. There may also need to be required meetings with advisors throughout the semester,
or at least during preregistration periods, rather than allowing these meetings to be optional as
some universities do.
Limitations of Study
Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings of this study, as
they may limit the degree to which the findings are generalizable. First, data collection occurred
during a unique time-period, as both communities and universities of recruitment faced closures
and shelter-in-place orders, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, shortly after data collection began.
It is possible that reports of mental health symptoms and features of emerging adulthood, such as
instability, may have been more heightened during this time than under typical circumstances.
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Second, as with any cross-sectional study design, causal relationships between variables cannot
be inferred since data was only collected at one time point. Third, the data were collected entirely
by self-report survey. There is a possibility of bias using self-report surveys, as participants may
show social desirability in their responses. In other words, they may respond in ways that they
believe would reflect more favorably or in a way they think they should respond (Cozby &
Bates, 2012). Fourth, with respect to the social comparison orientation using social media
variable, the current study did not collect data for frequency of social media use. There may be
unique differences between the effects for individuals who use social media more frequently than
others. Lastly, the study sample lacked the desired diversity, in terms of sex, race, and school
enrollment status. Although efforts were made during recruitment, such as making the study
flyer available on social media for access by non-college students and including several
freshmen level courses with more diversity in majors, there was still a clear majority in the
sample.
Future Research
The current study provides several insights for the direction of future research. First,
future studies should include more diverse samples to better investigate differences in emerging
adulthood experiences across sex, race, and school enrollment status. The current study was only
able to do so in limited capacity, due to lack of sample diversity. Considering the influence of
financial independence and number of transitions on anxiety found in the current study, these
may also be important to include in future studies. Importantly, there is a lack of emerging
adulthood research involving non-college students. It is possible that the college experience
presents a unique experience, which is different than that of emerging adults who do not attend
college. Researchers studying emerging adulthood may need to seek out funding to provide
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incentive for non-college student participants, in addition to advertising the study to those off
campuses. Further, there may also be differences in emerging adulthood features for those who
are college graduates, compared to those still attending college, although future research is
required to support this possibility. For this reason, future studies of emerging adulthood need to
specifically include samples of individuals not attending college, but also possibly comparison
groups based on present and past attendance and type of college (e.g. 4 year versus 2 year
programs). Doing so will help gain understanding of the role college plays in the experience of
emerging adult features. Additionally, other measures of Arnett’s (2004) emerging adulthood
features (i.e., identity exploration, optimism about possibilities, instability, self-focus, and
feeling in-between) need to be developed to increase ability to assess these features and their
impacts.
Additionally, it may be helpful to further break down the elements of differentiation of
self and social comparison orientation, which may or may not be contributing to emerging
adults’ mental health. For differentiation of self, it may be that specific dimensions of
differentiation of self, such as the I-position or emotional reactivity, have a different relationship
with the emerging adulthood features and anxiety. For social comparison orientation, there may
be different associations between emerging adulthood features and mental health, depending on
whether the comparison is opinion-based or ability-based (Yang et al., 2018). There is a lack of
research examining comparisons made using social media to those made in face-to-face
interactions, particularly in regard to emerging adulthood. Investigating potential differences in
this area may provide further insights into the effects of these behaviors. Research should also
consider other mental health issues, such as depression and stress, in relation to the emerging
adulthood features.
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Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to investigate the components of the emerging adulthood
experience, which may be associated with anxiety symptoms, as well as to explore factors (i.e.,
differentiation of self and social comparison orientation using social media), which may intensify
or lessen anxiety symptoms. The results of this study suggest that several features of the
emerging adulthood experience (i.e., identity exploration, instability, and feeling in-between)
contribute to higher anxiety symptoms. While higher differentiation of self is associated with
lower anxiety during emerging adulthood (i.e., a strength), higher social comparison orientation
using social media may serve as a risk factor, being associated with higher anxiety symptoms.
Further, the findings indicate that high social comparison orientation using social media may
intensify anxiety symptoms for emerging adults who perceive that they are in a stage with many
possibilities.
Implications from this study apply to educators and clinicians, as well as any other
professionals working directly with the emerging adult population. With high rates of anxiety
among emerging adults (Center for Collegiate Mental Health, 2019; LeViness et al. 2019), this
study provides insight into potential origins of these symptoms, which can direct clinical and
research attention. Understanding the needs of emerging adults is helpful in providing
appropriate interventions and services to help lessen mental health concerns. Additionally,
researchers may use the findings of this study to expand on current knowledge about the
emerging adulthood experiences and to investigate the pathways by which events in these years
contribute to well-being.
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Recruiting Flyer
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Social Media Scripts
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Participant Consent
Emerging Adulthood and Mental Health Study
Welcome and Information and Consent Form
Welcome to the "Emerging Adulthood and Mental Health" Study!
Thank you for your interest in participating in this study. Please read about the study below before
beginning the online survey.
The "Emerging Adulthood and Mental Health" Study is being conducted by Kayla Wenth, a doctoral
candidate in the School of Human Sciences at Mississippi State University. The intention behind this
study is to explore how the emerging adulthood experience, occurring between ages 18 and 25,
influences mental health as well as how certain characteristics, such as how we manage relationships,
might help individuals navigate emerging adulthood.
This online survey consists of approximately 175 questions and will take around 25-35 minutes to
complete.
At the end of the survey, participants will be invited to enter their email address, which information will be
used to enter each participant into a drawing for one of four $25 dollar gift cards. Academic professors
may also offer extra credit at their discretion.
Participants must be between 18 and 25 years of age and have at least one active social media account
(e.g. Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat). Participation in this study is voluntary. Please respond
to all questions as honestly and accurately as possible. While participants are encouraged to complete
the survey, participants may discontinue the study at any time and/or refuse to answer any questions they
do not want to answer.
Your responses will be combined with those of other participants, making your responses confidential.
Your privacy will be protected to the full extent allowable by law. Identifying information (i.e., email
addresses) will not be attached to any responses when reporting results, thus protecting your individual
identity.
If you have questions or concerns regarding this study, please contact the following:
- Kayla L. Wenth, Mississippi State University, 662-325-5851 or kal227@msstate.edu
If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a research participant or would like to
register a complaint about this study, you may also contact the Mississippi State University Office of
Research Compliance, which has reviewed and approved this study [#IRB-20-050]:
- Office of Research Compliance, Mississippi State University, 662-325-3294 or
irb@research.msstate.edu
I have read all of the above information. I know I am under no obligation and may stop participation at any
time. By clicking on the acceptance of this informed consent form, I indicate my willingness to participate
in this study. However, I am not giving up any of my rights as a participant. I can print a copy of this
consent form and keep it for my own records.
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Faculty Recruitment Email

Hi Dr.

,

I hope all is well! I am currently in the IRB process for my dissertation and wanted to reach out
and see if you would be interested in helping me with recruitment.
I am looking for participants between the ages of 18 and 25, making university classes a valuable
recruitment resource. This is a quantitative study involving a survey in Qualtrics. The purpose of
the study is to explore how the emerging adulthood experience influences mental health as well
as how certain characteristics, such as how we manage relationships, might help individuals
navigate emerging adulthood.
I am emailing you to see if, upon IRB approval, you might be interested in offering the survey to
any of your classes. If so, I will be in contact with the study flyer once it is stamped for approval.
Please let me know if you have any questions or if you need any further information before
making a decision!
Thank you!
Kayla Wenth
Ph.D. Candidate, Graduate Assistant
School of Human Sciences
Mississippi State University

91

APPENDIX B
FULL SURVEY

92

Welcome to the "Emerging Adulthood and Mental Health" Study!
Thank you for your interest in participating in this study. Please read about the study below before
beginning the online survey.
The "Emerging Adulthood and Mental Health" Study is being conducted by Kayla Wenth, a doctoral
candidate in the School of Human Sciences at Mississippi State University. The intention behind this
study is to explore how the emerging adulthood experience, occurring between ages 18 and 25,
influences mental health as well as how certain characteristics, such as how we manage relationships,
might help individuals navigate emerging adulthood.
This online survey consists of approximately 175 questions and will take around 25-35 minutes to
complete.
At the end of the survey, participants will be invited to enter their email address, which information will be
used to enter each participant into a drawing for one of four $25 dollar gift cards. Academic professors
may also offer extra credit at their discretion.
Participants must be between 18 and 25 years of age and have at least one active social media account
(e.g. Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat). Participation in this study is voluntary. Please respond
to all questions as honestly and accurately as possible. While participants are encouraged to complete
the survey, participants may discontinue the study at any time and/or refuse to answer any questions they
do not want to answer.
Your responses will be combined with those of other participants, making your responses confidential.
Your privacy will be protected to the full extent allowable by law. Identifying information (i.e., email
addresses) will not be attached to any responses when reporting results, thus protecting your individual
identity.
If you have questions or concerns regarding this study, please contact the following:
- Kayla L. Wenth, Mississippi State University, 662-325-5851 or kal227@msstate.edu
If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a research participant or would like to
register a complaint about this study, you may also contact the Mississippi State University Office of
Research Compliance, which has reviewed and approved this study [#IRB-20-050]:
- Office of Research Compliance, Mississippi State University, 662-325-3294 or
irb@research.msstate.edu
I have read all of the above information. I know I am under no obligation and may stop participation at any
time. By clicking on the acceptance of this informed consent form, I indicate my willingness to participate
in this study. However, I am not giving up any of my rights as a participant. I can print a copy of this
consent form and keep it for my own records.

o Yes - I have read and understand this consent form and am willing to participate in this
study.

o No - I have read and understand this consent form and do NOT want to participate in this
study.
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Q2 Are you between 18 and 25 years of age?

o Yes
o No
Q3 Do you have at least one social media account, such as Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, or
YouTube?

o Yes
o No
Q4 What is your date of birth?
Q5 What is your sex?

o Male
o Female
o Non-binary
Q6 Which of the following best describes your race?

o White
o Black or African American
o American Indian or Alaska Native
o Asian
o Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
o Other
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Q7 What is your ethnicity?

o Hispanic or Latino
o Not Hispanic or Latino
Q8 Which of the following best describes your marital status?

o Married
o Never married
o Divorced
o Widowed
Q9 Are you currently engaged to be married?

o Yes
o No
Q10 How long have you been married?

o Years? ________________________________________________
o Months? ________________________________________________
Q11 Are you currently in a romantic dating relationship?

o Yes
o No
Q12 How long have you been in a romantic relationship with your current partner?

o Years? ________________________________________________
o Months? ________________________________________________
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Q13 Do you currently live with your romantic partner?

o Yes
o No
Q14 Do you have any children?

o Yes
o No
Q15 How many children do you have?

o1
o2
o3
o4
o 5 or more
Q16 Are you currently expecting a child?

o Yes
o No
Q17 How many social media accounts (Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, or YouTube) do you
have?
________________________________________________________________
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Q18 Drag each item to rank the following social media sites/apps from 1 (used MOST
frequently) to 4 (used LEAST frequently)
______ Facebook
______ Instagram
______ Snapchat
______ YouTube
Q19 Are you currently employed?

o Yes
o No
Q20 Which of the following best describes your employment status?

o Part-time
o Full-time
Q21 Which of the following best describes your individual income per year (without assistance
from family)?

o Less than $5,000
o $5,000-$10,000
o $10,000-$20,000
o $20,000-$30,000
o $30,000-$40,000
o More than $40,000
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Q22 Who usually pays for your expenses?

o I am still totally dependent on my parents.
o Most of my expenses are paid by my parents. I partially provide.
o My parents and I provide equally.
o I pay most of my expenses, but for some expenses I still need the help of my parents.
o I am totally independent from a financial point of view.
Q23 Do you have any student loan debt?

o Yes
o I'm not sure
o No
Q24 Have you received any grants?

o Pell Grant
o Other
o None
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Q25 Which range best describes your student loan debt?

o $0 - $10,000
o $10,001-$20,000
o $20,001-$30,000
o $40,001-$50,000
o $50,001-$60,000
o $60,000 or more
o I'm not sure
Q26 Do you currently live with one or both of your parents (or another childhood guardian)?

o Yes
o No
Q27 At the top of the ladder are the people who are the best off, those who have the most money,
most education, and best jobs. At the bottom are the people who are the worst off, those who
have the least money, least education, worst jobs, or no job. Please type the number of the rung
that best represents where you think you stand on the ladder.
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Q28 Are you currently in school?

o Yes
o No

Q29 What is the highest level of education you completed?

o High school diploma or GED
o Some college
o Associate's Degree
o Bachelor's Degree
o Graduate Degree (Masters or Doctorate)
Q30 Which of the following best describes the type of school you are attending?

o 2-year college
o 4-year college
o Graduate school
o Trade school or other training program
o Other
Q31 Within the past 2 years, how many times have you changed address of residency?
________________________________________________________________

Q32 Within the past 2 years, how many times have you changed jobs?
________________________________________________________________

Q33 Within the past 2 years, how many times have you changed your relationship status?
________________________________________________________________

Q34 Within the past 2 years, how many new people have you lived with?
________________________________________________________________
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For each phrase shown below, please place mark one of the columns to indicate the degree to
which you agree or disagree that the phrase describes this time in your life. For example, if you
“Somewhat Agree” that this is a “time of exploration,” then on the same line as the phrase, you
would mark in the column headed by “Somewhat Agree." Be sure to put only one check mark
per line.
Is this period of your life a…
Strongly Somewhat Somewhat Strongly
Disagree Disagree
Agree
Agree
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
20. time of many possibilities?
21. time of exploration?
22. time of confusion?
23. time of experimentation?
24. time of personal freedom?
25. time of feeling restricted?
26. time of responsibility for yourself?
27. time of feeling stressed out?
28. time of instability?
29. time of optimism?
30. time of high pressure?
31. time of finding out who you are?
32. time of settling down?
33. time of responsibility for others?
34. time of independence?
35. time of open choices?
36. time of unpredictability?
37. time of commitments to others?
38. time of self-sufficiency?
39. time of many worries?
40. time of trying out new things?
41. time of focusing on yourself?
42. time of separating from parents?
43. time of defining yourself?
44. time of planning for the future?
45. time of seeking a sense of meaning?
46. time of deciding on your own beliefs
and values?
47. time of learning to think for yourself?
48. time of feeling adult in some ways but
not others?
49. time of gradually becoming an adult?
50. time of being not sure whether you
have reached full adulthood?
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Below is a list of common symptoms of anxiety. Please carefully read each item in the
list. Indicate how much you have been bothered by that symptom during the past month,
including today, by circling the number in the corresponding space in the column next to each
symptom.

51. Numbness or tingling
52. Feeling hot
53. Wobbliness in legs
54. Unable to relax
55. Fear of worst
happening
56. Dizzy or lightheaded
57. Heart
pounding/racing
58. Unsteady
59. Terrified or afraid
60. Nervous
61. Feeling of choking
62. Hands trembling
63. Shaky/unsteady
64. Fear of losing control
65. Difficulty in
breathing
66. Fear of dying
67. Scared
68. Indigestion
69. Faint/lightheaded
70. Face flushed
71. Hot/cold sweats

Not at all

Mildly - it
didn’t bother
me much.

Severely – It
bothered me a
lot.

1
1
1
1
1

Moderately it wasn’t
pleasant at
times
2
2
2
2
2

0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
1

2
2

3
3

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

0
0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3
3
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3
3
3
3
3

For each statement below, please circle the number in the column that best represents how you
have been feeling in the past week.
Did not
apply to me
at all
I found it hard to wind
down.
I was aware of dryness in
my mouth.
I couldn't seem to
experience any positive
feeling at all.
I experienced breathing
difficulty (eg,
excessively rapid
breathing, breathlessness
in the absence of
physical exertion).
I found it difficult to
work up the initiative to
do things.
I tended to over-react to
situations.
I experienced trembling
(eg, in the hands).
I felt that I was using a
lot of nervous energy.
I was worried about
situations in which I
might panic and make a
fool of myself.
I felt that I had nothing to
look forward to.
I found myself getting
agitated.
I found it difficult to
relax.
I felt down-hearted and
blue.

0

Applied to
me some
degree or
some of the
time
1

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

I was intolerant of anything
that kept me from getting
on with what I was doing.

0

1

2

3
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Applied to me
a considerable
degree or a
good part of
the time
2

Applied to
me very
much or
most of the
time
3

I felt I was close to panic.
I was unable to become
enthusiastic about
anything.
I felt I wasn't worth much
as a person.
I felt that I was rather
touchy.
I was aware of the action
of my heart in the
absence of physical
exertion (eg, sense of
heart rate increase, heart
missing a beat).
I felt scared without any
good reason.
I felt that life was
meaningless.

0
0

1
1

2
2

3
3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3

0

1

2

3
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Most people compare themselves from time to time with others. For example, they may compare
the way they feel, their opinions, their abilities, and/or their situation with other people. There is
nothing particularly ‘good’ or ‘bad’ about this type of comparison, and some people do it more
than others. We would like to find out how often you compare yourself with other people when
using social media. Please indicate how much you agree with each statement below, by using the
following scale.
1=I disagree strongly 2=I disagree 3=I neither agree nor disagree 4=I agree 5=I agree
strongly
When using social media…

I often compare how my
loved ones (romantic
partner, family
members, etc.) are doing
with how others are
doing.
I always pay a lot of
attention to how I do
things compared with
how others do things.
If I want to find out how
well I have done
something, I compare
what I have done with
how others have done.
I often compare how I
am doing socially (social
skills, popularity) with
other people.
I am not the type of
person who compares
often with others.
I often compare myself
to others with respect to
what I have
accomplished in life.

Strongly
agree

Agree

Somewhat
agree

1

2

3

Neither
agree nor
disagree
4

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5
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Somewhat
disagree
5

I often talk with others
about mutual opinions
and experiences.
I often try to ﬁnd out
what others think who
face similar problems as
I face.
I always like to know
what others in a similar
situation would do.
I try to ﬁnd out what
others think about
something that I want to
learn more about.
I never consider my
situation in life relative
to that of other people.

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5
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Most people compare themselves from time to time with others. For example, they may compare
the way they feel, their opinions, their abilities, and/or their situation with other people. There is
nothing particularly ‘good’ or ‘bad’ about this type of comparison, and some people do it more
than others. We would like to find out how often you compare yourself with other people when
using social media. Please indicate how much you agree with each statement below, by using the
following scale.
1=I disagree strongly 2=I disagree 3=I neither agree nor disagree 4=I agree 5=I agree
strongly
During in-person interactions…

I often compare how my
loved ones (romantic
partner, family
members, etc.) are doing
with how others are
doing.
I always pay a lot of
attention to how I do
things compared with
how others do things.
If I want to find out how
well I have done
something, I compare
what I have done with
how others have done.
I often compare how I
am doing socially (social
skills, popularity) with
other people.
I am not the type of
person who compares
often with others.
I often compare myself
to others with respect to
what I have
accomplished in life.

Strongly
agree

Agree

Somewhat
agree

1

2

3

Neither
agree nor
disagree
4

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5
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Somewhat
disagree
5

I often talk with others
about mutual opinions
and experiences.
I often try to ﬁnd out
what others think who
face similar problems as
I face.
I always like to know
what others in a similar
situation would do.
I try to ﬁnd out what
others think about
something that I want to
learn more about.
I never consider my
situation in life relative
to that of other people.

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5
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These are questions concerning your thoughts and feelings about yourself and relationships with
others. Please read each statement carefully and decide how much the statement is generally true
of you on a 1 (not at all) to 6 (very) scale. If you believe that an item does not pertain to you
(e.g., you are not currently married or in a committed relationship, or one or both of your parents
are deceased), please answer the item according to your best guess about what your thoughts and
feelings would be in that situation. Be sure to answer every item and try to be as honest and
accurate as possible in your responses.
1 (Not
2
3
4
5
6 (Very)
at all)
People have
1
2
3
4
5
6
remarked that
I'm overly
emotional.
I have difficulty
1
2
3
4
5
6
expressing my
feelings to
people I care for.
I often feel
1
2
3
4
5
6
inhibited
(hesitant,
reserved) around
my family.
I tend to remain
1
2
3
4
5
6
pretty calm even
under stress.
I usually need a
1
2
3
4
5
6
lot of
encouragement
from others
when starting a
big job or task.
When someone
1
2
3
4
5
6
close to me
disappoints me, I
withdraw from
him/her for a
time.
No matter what
1
2
3
4
5
6
happens in my
life, I know that
I'll never lose my
sense of who I
am.
I tend to distance
1
2
3
4
5
6
myself when
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people get too
close to me.
I want to live up
to my parents’
expectations of
me.
I wish that I
weren't so
emotional.
I usually do not
change my
behavior simply
to please another
person.
My
spouse/partner
could not tolerate
it if I were to
express to
him/her my true
feelings about
some things.
When my
spouse/partner
criticizes me, it
bothers me for
days.
At times my
feelings get the
best of me and I
have trouble
thinking clearly.
When I am
having an
argument with
someone, I can
separate my
thoughts about
the issue from
my feelings
about the person.
I'm often
uncomfortable
when people get
too close to me.

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6
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I feel a need for
approval from
virtually
everyone in my
life.
At times I feel as
if I'm riding an
emotional
rollercoaster.
There's no point
in getting upset
about things I
cannot change.
I'm concerned
about losing my
independence in
intimate
relationships.
I'm overly
sensitive to
criticism.
I try to live up to
my parents’
expectations.
I'm fairly selfaccepting.
I often feel that
my
spouse/partner
wants too much
from me.
I often agree
with others just
to appease them.
If I have had an
argument with
my
spouse/partner, I
tend to think
about it all day.
I am able to say
“no” to others
even when I feel
pressured by
them.

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6
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When one of my
relationships
becomes very
intense, I feel the
urge to run away
from it.
Arguments with
my parent(s) or
sibling(s) can
still make me
feel awful.
If someone is
upset with me, I
can't seem to let
it go easily.
I'm less
concerned that
others approve of
me than I am in
doing what I
think is right.
I would never
consider turning
to any of my
family members
for emotional
support.
I often feel
unsure when
others are not
around to help
me make a
decision.
My self-esteem
really depends
on how others
think of me.
When I'm with
my
spouse/partner, I
often feel
smothered.
When making
decisions, I
seldom worry
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about what
others will think.
I often wonder
about the kind of
impression I
create.
When things go
wrong, talking
about them
usually makes it
worse.
I feel things
more intensely
than others do.
I usually do what
I believe is right
regardless of
what others say.
Our relationship
might be better if
my
spouse/partner
would give me
the space I need.
I tend to feel
pretty stable
under stress.
Sometimes I feel
sick after arguing
with my
spouse/partner.
I feel it’s
important to hear
my parents’
opinions before
making
decisions.
I worry about
people close to
me getting sick,
hurt, or upset.
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Q45 If you are receiving extra credit for a course OR if you would like to be entered in a
drawing to receive one of four $25 Amazon gift cards, please choose "Yes" to be directed to a
page where you can provide your email address.
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